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A Family
Tradition

Everyone has a story about how they started woodworking, and I find it fascinating to 

listen to their tales. Generally, there is a lifetime series of events that leads a woodworker 

to where they are now. I guess for me, it started with my ancestors. Sometime between 

1805 and 1855 my fourth great grandfather, Samuel French Chellis, made a cherry slant top 

desk. Between 1836 and 1890, my third great grandfather, Freeman Samuel Chellis, made a 

set of thumb back Windsor side chairs and a dining table to go with them. I don’t know the 

whereabouts of the table, which my parents used, however the cherry desk and Windsor side 

chairs are serving my family still. I was always impressed that pieces made by my ancestors 

150 to 200 years ago could survive so many generations of use.

How I became interested in woodworking, I believe, comes from several generations of 

family woodworkers. Throughout my life, our home was always filled with many heirlooms 

that were created by my ancestors, and even as a young child, I always admired my 

grandfather’s tool chest full of late 1800s vintage patternmaking tools. I found it fascinating 

member profile
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to watch my father working in his shop even though most of his 

projects involved designing and building telescopes and small model 

engines. I went on to school at Wentworth Institute in Boston to 

learn mechanical engineering and part of the curriculum involved a 

patternmaking course where the instructor taught us the basics of 

woodworking.

After that, I was hooked. From that point on, whenever I went 

home from school, I spent my time in my father’s shop making 

sawdust, much to his dismay, for it covered all his machine tools. Then 

I got my introduction into making period pieces when my girlfriend 

(now my wife) asked me to make some wall boxes for a research 

project she was doing in one of her college classes. She gave me a 

book of early New England Pine Furniture that she was using as a 

resource and I took it from there. That was a long time ago and a lot 

of wood has passed over my various table saws since then.

In 1982, my wife, Priscilla, and I bought an 1830s farm house 

and we spent the next 20 years restoring and making it work for 

what eventually would become a family of five. During the course 

of restoration and construction, my workshop moved from room 

to room as projects were completed. After 8 years, we raised up the 

house which provided a brand new full basement and that is where I 

still work today.

In 2002, Priscilla signed me up to take a course with Mike Dunbar 

so I could experience making a Windsor chair in a week. I talked 

her into coming with me to also make a chair. The intent was when 

we returned home at week’s end with two complete chairs, we 

would make the third chair so that we could give one to each of our 

three kids. Well, before we even got through the first week, we had 

signed up for more classes and soon we had taken all the classes 

Mike offered. We both became Master Chairmakers. I was given the 

chance to teach with Mike, so for seven years I helped at The Windsor 

Institute, during which time I started Little River Windsors.

When my wife and I go to craft shows there are several questions 

which we are always asked. The most frequent seems to be, “How 
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long does it take to make a chair?” The answer? Well, this varies 

depending on the particular style of Windsor chair and takes 

anywhere from four full days for a small chair to a week and a half 

or about 60 hours for a settee or one of the larger chairs. We make 

predominantly traditional Windsor chairs which are made of at least 

three types of wood—rock maple, eastern white pine and red oak. 

Each of these woods is selected because of the various properties 

that they hold. The rock maple works well because of its fine tight 

grain which holds the nice detail in the turnings. Eastern white pine, 

or sometimes basswood or butternut, is used for the seat which 

involves a lot of wood removal to sculpt and make it comfortable to 

sit in.

Typically, the back which is made up of the spindles and the bent 

arm and bow, are made of red oak or hickory because they bend very 

easily and remain strong and flexible. The oak pieces which are rived 

from a freshly harvested tree become either a spindle or one of the 

steam bent parts of the chair. By riving, the maximum strength of the 

wood is maintained. To get nice pieces which split easily, requires 

very straight grain with no knots and as little wind as possible, so I 

am always on the lookout for trees that may be taken down by their 

owners that have nice straight stems with no knots.

Of all the steps required to make a Windsor chair, I enjoy making 

the turnings the most. The number of turnings in a chair ranges from 

seven in a simple side chair to over thirty in a settee. Lathe work has 

always intrigued me. As a small child I used to watch in awe as my 

father turned metal and wood parts for the telescope, hot air engines, 

and sundials that he made. 

Since starting to make Windsor chairs, I have made the turnings 

from kiln dried rock maple. Recently I was asked if I would remove 

a maple tree that had dropped a few branches on the parking area 

of our church. When I cut it down, I decided that I couldn’t just let 

it become firewood, so I mounted a piece of the freshly cut maple 

on my lathe and I turned a leg. Long continuous shavings spiraled 

off my tool and left a beautifully smooth finished leg. I was instantly 

converted to using green maple for the turnings. Now it looks like I’ll 

no longer need to buy kiln dried maple, however the trade-off is that 

I will have to harvest and split my maple as well as the oak.

The historical aspect of the chairs that we make ties well with my 

interest in my family history, which dates back to the 1630s in New 

England, as well as my interest in old tools. I am now the overseer 

of my grandfather’s tool chest and it is particularly rewarding to me 

when I pick up one of his tools to work on a chair—a chair I expect 

will still be in service for another 200 years. The process of hand 

making a chair is also very rewarding in that each chair part is not 

simply passed through a table saw or bandsaw, but is formed and 

shaped by my own hands. 
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Filling Open grain WOOd—What is the 

fastest and/or easiest method of grain filling 

open-grained wood?—Dave Anderson

Bruce Hamilton replies: The fastest and 
easiest way to fill the grain in wood 

with large pores is to use the traditional 
method with wood pore filler sold by 
Mohawk, Behlens, Sherwin-Williams and 
I’m sure other paint and finish suppliers. 
There is a learning curve but after you 
have done it several times, it will become 
second nature. There are numerous articles 
in magazines, books and on the internet so 
I won’t discuss the steps here but I will give 
you some tips:

1 After applying your stain and 
letting it dry, seal the wood with 
a wash coat of finish. A wash 
coat is usually made by thinning 
lacquer or shellac with one part 
finish to three parts thinner. If you 
use varnishes then you may have 
to experiment although you can 
use shellac in an aerosol. It is best 
to spray the wash coat on using 
light coats. The goal is to seal the 
wood without clogging the pores 
because the wood pore filler has 
to be able to penetrate and stick to 
the inside of the pores.

2 I use colored fillers like dark walnut, 
dark mahogany or black. By using 
a lighter stain on the wood and 
sealing it so it doesn’t absorb the 
color of the filler, you will accent 
another feature of the wood’s 
grain.

3 Traditional wood pore fillers 
contain linseed oil, powdered 
quartz and color pigment. The 
linseed oil necessitates that filler 
dry over night at 65 to 70 degrees. 
If your shop is cool, give it two 
days. If you apply finish before the 
filler dries the filler may lose its 

color and cause a condition known 
as “Grey pore”.

4 When the filler is dry, lightly sand 
the surface to remove some more 
of the filler residue and give the 
surface some scratches for better 
adhesion of your top coats.

5 Don’t expect the wood pore filler 
to completely fill the pores. It 
shrinks as it dries. You can apply 
a second coat after the first one 
dries. However, the final filling 
must be achieved with coats of 
finish carefully sanded so you don’t 
disturb the color work or expose 
any raw wood.

6 Be sure you remove all the filler 
residue with burlap and/or rags. 
Residual filler under the finish will 
look cloudy. I use dowels sharped 
in the pencil sharpener to get the 
excess filler out the cracks and 
crevasses. Since the rags have 
linseed oil on them, be sure to 
depose of them properly. 

7 If you are going for a glass like 
surface, often called a “full finish˝ 
or “piano finish˝, you will have to 
let the finish cure for a week so it 
can shrink back, then do your final 
sanding and top coating.

That’s the fastest and easiest way to fill 
the pores in open grain wood unless you 
have an assembly line for finishing and 
ovens between step like a furniture factory!

Guy Senneville replies: I find that the 
easiest way to fill grain is to first apply 

boiled linseed oil. Once this has soaked 
in, apply another coat and while still 
wet, sprinkle with rottenstone. Work this 
slurry into the pores. When left alone it 
will “haze˝ over. Remove the haze with a 
rag by rubbing against the grain. Keep in 
mind that the second coat of oil can be 
colored with aniline dye. If you find that 

the color is too dark, remove some with 
clear oil. The rottenstone will be a dark 
grey to black pore filler. Let dry for about 
a week before applying a topcoat. You may 
also want to give your piece a once over 
with 0000 wool before applying a topcoat.

John Whiteside replies: First sand (and/or 
plane and scrape) the wood to a finish-

ready surface. Then mix some epoxy. 
Choose the set-time of the epoxy so that 
you will have time to apply it to the entire 
surface before it starts to set. Apply the 
epoxy with a plastic scraper and remove 
the excess with a rubber window squeegee 
in a direction perpendicular to the long 
axis of the pores. The goal is to work epoxy 
into the pores, not to coat the surface.

When the epoxy has cured, lightly sand 
the surface. The goal is not to remove 
wood, only to remove epoxy roughness 
on the surface. If it is a really deep-
pored wood, such as oak, you will likely 
need to repeat this process three times. I 
have had really good results on Indian 
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rosewood with two applications, capable 
of taking a mirror-gloss finish with no 
trace of pores whatsoever. That is, there 
are no visible depressions under even a 
harsh raking light and no telegraphing 
color differences between the filled pores 
and the surrounding areas. The epoxy-
filled pores take their color from the 
surrounding wood.

Do a test to be sure that your final finish 
(be it shellac, varnish or lacquer) sticks to 
the brand of epoxy you are using. In the 
event the project calls for staining the 
wood, experiment with staining it prior 
to the epoxy fill. Another big advantage of 
this method is that it works for minor gaps 
and voids as well as pores.

Another method of pore filling that is 
relatively easy, and really inexpensive, is 
to use egg white. Beat egg whites to the 
soft peak stage. Be sure there is no yolk 
in the whites. Then brush the egg whites 
onto the wood to be filled. Also, wet 400 
grit sandpaper with egg white and sand 
vigorously. What happens is the sanding 
creates an egg-white-and-fine-sawdust 
slurry which works into the pores. Also, 
apparently, the abrasion causes a beneficial 
change in the protein molecules of the 
egg white. Once you have made a good 
amount of slurry, squeegee the residue off, 
always in a direction perpendicular to the 
grain. Let dry and lightly sand with very 
fine sandpaper.

This egg white method requires maybe 
twice the applications to achieve the 
same results as the epoxy method. Three 
applications worked well on Indian 
rosewood. Deep pored oak might be a 
challenge—I’d use epoxy for that. Also, 
the egg white lightens the wood very 
slightly. Do not attempt to stain the wood 
after doing this as the egg white won’t hold 
stain.

Why haven’t I mentioned commercial 
pore fillers? I have found them to be 
expensive, messy, difficult to apply, and to 
produce a poor color match between the 
filled pores and the surrounding wood.

BJ Tanner replies: I use Sherwin Williams, 
Sher-Wood filler D70T1. Read the 

instructions—reduce with naphtha by 
50% (1:1 ratio). If it is not reduced, it 
will be very hard to apply and remove. It 
also will not fill correctly. I apply the filler 
with a throw away brush. After a couple 
of minutes, I remove gross excess with a 
dull scraper and finish with a cotton rag. 
This filler may be tinted with products that 
are compatible with oil/naphtha. This is a 
commercial product that may be ordered 
through any Sherwin Williams store.

Using HOOk Or ring TOOls—What 

benefit if any is there in using hook or ring tools 

on the lathe?—Joe Barry

Ken Keoughan replies: Either the hook or 
ring tool slices the surface rather than 

scraping. Both are used primarily for the 
interior of hollow vessels. The resulting 
surface is much cleaner, doesn’t need 
sanding. However the Thompson Cutter 
does the same thing and is easier to control 
than either the hook or ring tool.

BandsaW COlUmn pOsiTiOn—I noticed at 

David Lamb’s shop all the old bandsaws have 

the column on the right as do the old European 

ones (Inca). Is there a good reason why most 

new models have the column on the left? —
Allen Everett

David Lamb replies: Good observation of 
my collection of left handed machines. 

It is interesting that the Inca saw is also 
left handed. The fact most bandsaws 
are right handed is interesting as well. 
This is a fact for both new and old saws. 
There were very few manufacturers that 
produced left handed saws. I have seen 
offerings by Northfield and Oliver that 
were left handed, but these were options. 
There is no particular advantage, from my 
understanding, to have a left vs. right hand 
saw. I believe that it is purely a marketing 
thing. I can imagine that in certain factory 
shop settings that the position of the 
machine in the work space might indeed 

dictate a preference of “handedness˝ for 
flow of work and efficiencies of space. 
Bandsaws from John White, Dover 
MachineWorks and National Machines 
were made available on request as right 
handed machines though I’ve never seen 
one.

Jon Siegel replies: There is no advantage 
either way. It’s just the style. Some 

bandsaw manufacturers offered their 
saws both ways because it is useful to 
have one of each. When cutting complex 
shapes from large panels, the column may 
obstruct the movement of the work. This 
can usually be solved by turning it over 
and retracing the pattern on the opposite 
side of the panel—but it is easier to simply 
move over to the left-hand bandsaw to 
complete the cut.

Using TUng Oil—What is the best way to 

use 100% raw tung oil? Does it need to be 

mixed with other liquids such as Japan Dryer?—
Myrl Phelps

Bob Oswald replies: Best is a good 
question as woodworkers have all 

kinds of ‘best’ ways, but I use it straight 
from the can. Tung Oil dries very slowly. 
I suppose Japan Dryer would help but I 
prefer to let the natural process work. So 
I wipe it on, let it sit an hour and wipe it 
off. After a couple of days, re-apply if you 
feel the need.

In an experience with Maloof finishes 
a while back, I applied it in the normal 
wipe-varnish method. Wipe on, wait 30 
minutes, wipe off and repeat in 12 hours. 
About three coats later it was so thick and 
sticky I couldn’t work it after a day or two. 
It turns out it’s 1/3 Tung Oil, 1/3 Linseed 
and 1/3 varnish so it’s a very slow drying 
finish. Stripping this piece to bare wood, I 
applied it, wiped it very vigorously to get 
it thin and waited two days between coats. 
Perhaps it was not the right procedure but 
it produced a stunning finish. The moral 
here was that tung oil is slow drying, give 
it time. 

Ask The Old Saw
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by Dave Frechette

October 1, 2011

BIG held it’s first meeting of the 
new season on October 1 at Tom 

McLaughlin’s shop in Canterbury. Tom 
will be constructing a hanging tool cabinet 
for his shop this year. The cabinet will be 
within easy reach behind his workbench 
and hold the tools most often used at the 
bench. Tools used less frequently will be 
housed elsewhere.

Tom wasn’t sure he was the right 
person for this project—he and his wife 
have been at odds about neatness since 
the beginning—she is, Tom is not. But he 
has come around over the years and really 

does want to finally have a place for his 
most commonly used bench tools.

The cabinet will be constructed with 
solid sides joined at the top and bottom 
with hand cut dovetails. The door fronts 
and the back will be made of sheet 
material—baltic birch. The joint between 
the plywood door fronts and the solid 
door sides will be concealed with inlay. 
The cabinet will be deep enough to hold 
the larger and heavier tools and the doors 
will also have depth to hold other tools. 
The doors will be attached to the main 
body of the cabinet with piano hinges. 
The method of attaching will be worked 

out as the project progresses. The plywood 
will be a birch veneer with a dark inlay for 
accent. Tom plans on using a light wood 
such as curly maple for the sides, top and 
bottom.

After introducing the project, Tom cut 
two pieces of cardboard to the desired size. 
He then bisected one to form two doors 
and ‘hinged’ them to the cabinet piece 
with tape. The cabinet piece was then 
attached to the walls with push pins to 
show the space the cabinet would occupy. 
This appeared satisfactory and no changes 
were made in the dimensions.

The next goal was to determine the 

OctOber 1, 2011 
at McLaughLin WOODs in canterbury, nh

photos by Jim seroskie

Beginner & Intermediate Group

Making a
Wall Hung
Tool Cabinet

Tom McLaughlin starts a new project—Part 1
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cabinet and door depths. To do this, an 
approximate idea of what the cabinet 
would hold was needed. Tom brought 
together the tools he planned on putting 
in the cabinet but also planned on leaving 
extra space for other, yet to be acquired 
tools. Included were planes, tools to 
measure and shape, chisels, saws, and 
mallet and hammer. The planes were the 
largest. For easy removal, they will be 
stored nearly upright, resting on a slope. 
The #7 was exiled to rest on the cabinet 

top because it is not used that frequently. 
But four other planes were designated 
for inclusion requiring a height of about 
12˝, a depth of about 8˝ and a width per 
plane of about 3˝. There was not a need to 
actually make the cabinet 8˝ deep because 
some of the plane’s space needs could be 
accommodated by allowing room in the 
door. The decision in depth also had to 
allow for the thickness of the back—1/2˝ 
plywood. 

Consideration was also given to how 

the cabinet would be hung on the wall. 
Options included screwing directly to the 
wall and/or using a wooden or metal cleat 
and whether or not to hide the cleats. If 
cleating, a second cleat or a spacer would 
also be need at the base. Tom was leaning 
to a non-concealed wooden cleat. 

Tom’s design, in addition to the sloped 
area, included a series of cubbies across 
the bottom to hold smaller items. The 
walls of the cubbies would be full depth. 
This will allow him to reach in and grasp 

Tom learned to appreciate the fine 

arts aspect of woodworking in his 

teens, but an apprenticeship with 73 

year old P.A. “Pug˝ Moore launched his 

two decades of professional furniture 

making. Tom combines exceptional 

materials with traditionally inspired 

designs. This has led to his work being 

acquired by notable museums and TV 

appearances. He has been featured in 

Traditional Home Magazine, The New 

York Times, and Fine Woodworking 

magazine, and has received 

several design awards from the 

League of New Hampshire Craftsmen. Tom has been teaching furnituremaking workshops 

for nearly a decade—www.experiencewoodworking.com. He is a founding member of the 

NH Furniture Masters Association and coordinates the NHFMA Prison program through 

which inmates receive individual and workshop training as a rehabilitation effort. This is 

the start of Tom’s third year as BIG instructor.
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Subgroup Spotlight

things. Tom then began to hold his tools up 
to the cardboard and mark out the areas for 
different types of tools. It was clear that a full 
scale (even if two dimensional) mock up was 
very helpful. 

The group’s assignment was to get their 
design completed, the materials assembled 
and the sides milled so we can start on the 
dovetails after the next meeting.

Door Sections
After a box is assembled and glued, the door 

section will be cut off on the tablesaw. 
Tom produced two plywood boxes he 

had assembled to show how a simple sealed 
box could be used to make the cabinet. The 
first was made of cherry veneered plywood. 
All the cutting was done and assembled but 
not glued. He disassembled it to show that 
all sides were beveled and grooved and that 
splines were inserted into the grooves to both 
line the pieces up and to strengthen the glue 
joints. 

Tom demonstrated how to cut the 45° 
angle bevel on the tablesaw discussing the 
fact that the two sides and the front and back 
needed to be the same length. The width of 
the sides and top and bottom needed to be 
the same also. Plus the length of the top and 
bottom needed to the same as the width of 
the front and back. He reviewed that the 
plywood grain needed to be kept consistent 
and that each piece had to be square before 
the bevels were cut. 

Once all the bevels are cut, the fence is 
moved up to the blade (left tilting saw blade 
with right hand fence), and without changing 
the blade except to lower it, a groove is cut in 
the ends of the top, bottom and sides (all the 
corner joints). The saw blade is then returned 
to perpendicular and grooves are cut in the 
bevels of the top and bottom with the pieces 
sitting flush to the table saw top. The saw 
blade is then raised a little and grooves are cut 
in the bevels of the sides, and top and bottom 
where they will meet the front and back.

Splines are then cut to fit the grooves. 
They should be slightly undersized as they will 
swell when glued. The box is then assembled 
to check fit.

White glue is used because of it’s longer 
open time. The corners are assembled first, 
putting glue in the grooves, inserting the 
spline and brushing glue over the surfaces, 
then repeating for each joint. The back or 

front are then added in the same manner and 
the process repeated for the last piece. The 
whole assembly is then taped together using 
green tape from an auto supply store. This 
has a little elasticity and can be stretched to 
snug up the joints.

Tom then took the larger box to the table 
saw and demonstrated how to cut off the 
top. The fence was set at the desired depth 
for the door and the height of the blade to 
the thickness of the plywood. Cuts were 
made on each end then the ends were cleated 
across the cuts using a pin nailer. This was 
to prevent the box pinching the blade when 
the top or bottom were cut. These cuts were 
then made, the cleats removed and the door 
piece was ready to be cut in half to make two 
doors. The blade was set to just reach the top 
of the door as it was run through. Cleats were 
placed on the outside over the cut to hold the 
piece steady during cutting and to prevent 
binding. Tom left further work on the doors 
for another meeting. 
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I have a business making roller skis which 
are used for cross country ski training 

when the world isn’t white. I make 
hundreds of skis every year with a solid 
or laminated hickory shaft, and I thought 
you might be interested in some of the 
tools I use to make the shafts. I will not 
lead you step by step through the entire 
process, but rather focus on a few specific 
steps of the job that use tools that might 
be interesting.

I glue up the shafts using Larry’s 
Clamp—a pneumatic clamp designed to 
align boards in prep for edge gluing. I 
bought this clamp years ago thinking I 
needed this to perfect my joinery. I learned 
however that I rarely needed it once I paid 
better attention to preparing boards. It 
collected dust until I recently needed a 
quick way to laminate my hickory shafts. 
By chance it is exactly the right size for a 
shaft. With an even 500 lbs of pressure, I 
get great results. It is worth knowing about 
pneumatic clamping in general since like 
so many other air powered tools, it is 
quick, quiet and strong. You might be 
interested in the original purpose too—it 
does indeed line up boards!

After gluing up the laminated shaft, I 
use my shaper to smooth the profile. This is 
pretty straight forward work using a simple 
jig to create the shape. The shaper cutter 
that I use is the Amana model #61292 
I reviewed in the Summer 2011 issue of 
The Journal—an excellent aluminum body 
cutter with replaceable carbide cutters. 
This cutter makes quick and smooth work 
of the basic shaping.

I also recently upgraded the shaper 
with a VFD to get full power from the 

three phase motor. I only have single 
phase in the shop and had been using a 
Phase-a-Matic phase converter which 
reduced the output by at least a third. The 
VFD is the one Peter James wrote about 
in this same Journal issue as well—thanks 
Peter! And what a difference it makes to 
have full power!

The next step worth explaining is 
putting the axle holes in the ends. I use 
my drill press with a machinist’s vise to 
get a quick and perpendicular hole. By 
registering the shaft on the jaws of the vise 
I know the shaft is square to the bit. I use 
this vise all the time for many operations 
in the shop from drilling pen blanks to 
holding small pieces to drilling metal. 
These vises come in all shapes and sizes. I 
like the small one I have with a lever to 
clamp the vise shut. Mine has a step inside 
the jaws which allow for the registration 
that I describe. They are available from 
many sources. If you don’t have one and 
drill anything smal,l I highly recommend 
them!

One of the next steps is rounding the 
ends of the shafts. I do this by eye with a 
disc sander—nothing special here, except 
that the disc sander I use is a home made 
one on the back of my band saw. It was 
easy to make and works very well. Let me 
know if you are interested in plans!

I brand my shafts with a home made 
brass brand. With a Dremel tool and an 
hour’s patient work, you can make your 
own brand in a solid piece of brass. Don’t 
make the mistake I first did however—it 
is a mirror image of course! It may not be 
perfect, but it is yours alone.

I sand my shafts quickly with 60 grit 

How I Make Roller Skis

or tools, tools, tools!

tool review by Peter breu

Larry’s Clamp

Aluminum Body Shaper Cutter

Machinist Vise

Disc Sander Mounted on Bandsaw
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(this ain’t furniture!) using an air sander. I 
use a Dynabrade 5˝ random orbit sander 
with a shop vac attached. It creates no dust 
and works very fast. The best thing about 
an air sander is the instant stop and start. 
You need a good sized compressor, but 
wow, what a difference over any electric 
sander. I wouldn’t use it for fine furniture - 
it is too fast, but for this work, it is perfect!

While I’m on the subject of air 
power, another tool I can rave about is 
Dynabrade’s air file (#14010). While I 
don’t use it on the shafts, I use it all the 
time on other aspects of the roller skis 
but mostly on the brakes which you see 
in the photo of the finished ski. I can do 
light grinding of metal, remove excess 
glue, smooth wood and even sand my 
finger nails with this amazing machine. I 
find more purposes every week and just 
noted in Fine Homebuilding that someone 
used it for coping crown joints! I initially 
bought the electric version (as it was much 
less expensive) but found it was far too 
bulky and heavy. And that is the last thing 

to note about air powered tools—they 
are very light and powerful for their size. 
I suspect I will eventually end up with 
an entire shop full of air tools now that I 
understand their advantages!

So, that is a brief overview of 
making roller skis. You can look at my 
website www.woodrollerski.com if you 
are interested in learning more about 
what I do. It is not a sport for the faint 
of heart or weak of bone. I have lots of 
fun designing and making the roller skis, 
and sell them world wide. My brake is a 
distinctive feature of the roller skis but it is 
mostly aluminum so not much interest to 
the woodworking world. Most of the tools 
I use making the shafts I had bought for 
other purposes initially, but they make a 
world of difference when I am making lots 
of shafts. I am happy to have you come 
visit the shop and try the tools for yourself. 
There is nothing like picking up a tool and 
turning it on to really understand it. If 
you want to try roller skiing—well, bring 
a helmet and lots of pad! 

Impression from Brass Brand

Dynabrade Air Sander

Dynabrade Air File
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Spacer

I work with a vernier caliper today. I used to use a yardstick. The 
subject came up in a class recently. A student asked “Does that 

anal attention to precision really matter? After all, there’s room to 
adjust, and how much matters?”

My observation, although somewhat spontaneous at the time, 
but it came home to roost on this project, “It’s not so much the 
precision that matters as it being a way of life, a methodology for 
your work.” In other words, if you take the time to be “dead on”, 
when you get to final assembly, things will probably fit. You won’t 
be grabbing for that can of Bondo.

Precision—How Much is Enough? 
In this table project, precision turned out to be absolutely vital. 

I knew two of the joints had the potential to be tricky, a double 
dowel and a mortise and tenon.

First the doweled joint. Two major factors come to play here. 
The spacing of the dowels on the stretcher must be identical to 
the spacing on the leg or the dowels won’t engage. You could 
mark lines and work as precisely as possible. I’ve always had 
trouble trying to drill a hole dead center on a cross-line. The ideal 
approach that has worked flawlessly for me is to set the stops on 
the drill press for one hole, and then cut an offset spacer block to 
move from the stop to the second hole. Then when you reset the 
drill press for the mating holes, you use the same spacer block. 
The spacing should be dead on, and they were. Photo 1.

The holes also have to be drilled parallel to each other, that 

is, absolutely square to the surface. The legs are lying flat on the 
drill press table, so as long as the table is set up properly, those leg 
dowel holes will be vertical.

The most difficult part is in drilling the end of the stretchers. 
The table had to be rotated 90 degrees, with its fence aligned 
vertically in two dimensions. Using a framing square and the 
longest drill bit I could find, after much struggle and trial and 
error, it was obvious that this was not going to be accurate 
enough. What to do? A day went by. How to do a perfect vertical 
alignment. The answer dawned on me in the simple plumb bob. 
Hanging from the chuck, you could lay that string alongside the 
vertical table and the fence and very precisely position both for 
uniform spacing over the three 
foot length. First set and lock 
the table in place, then align 
and lock the fence. Much more 
precise. And a joyful trip down 
memory lane. I had made a 
plumb bob in a college machine 
shop class. It’s been kicking 
around my shop for 47 years. 
What fun to remember back to 
standing in front of the lathe at 
Michigan Tech. Photo 2.

The proof is in the pudding. 
I pushed two dowels into the leg, 
held up the stretcher and pushed 
them together—tight because 
the dowels are tight glue-dowels, 
but hand pressure all the way. 
The pair of legs lay flat on the 
top of the saw! No twist. The 
doweling step was complete and 
it worked! Photo 3.

Lessons

by bOb OsWaLD

1

Plumb
Line

2

3
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Hung Up on Technique
It has been firmly entrenched in my mind that I would attach 

one set of the stretchers with dowels and the other with biscuits. 
After cutting the stretchers to length and testing the ‘look’, it 
became apparent lying in bed at 2 am that I should have done a 
traditional mortise and tenon. What great practice, never having 
done a ‘real’ one. But they were already cut too short, for a biscuit 
fit, so that commitment to biscuits remained.

The cross stretcher was to be biscuited with screws. That’s what 
we learned. Further refinement of the design, as explained below, 
led to the need to put the stretchers between the legs, not between 
the long stretchers. No problem but still no traditional mortise 
and tenon because these had also been cut. But this was a great 
opportunity to compromise and use a loose tenon.

What’s the point? I was so determined to build this the way I was 
taught that I failed to sit back and perhaps analyze each joint, list the 
possible approaches and consider them in turn.

Every joint probably has at least three options. Weigh all of 
them before cutting stock.

Go with your Gut
In the process of setting up the router table to cut the mortises 

for the loose tenon, there was something hovering in the back of 
my mind. The right legs would require one setup, and the left 
legs a different one. It certainly felt awkward trying to match the 
setups. And even more ominous was getting a matching setup 
for the ends of the stretchers. At least three different setups was 
not good. My hard earned instinct was saying that even with the 
ability to be precise, this was an opportunity for bad alignment in 
the final assembly. Time again to walk away, let it brew.

The solution came an hour later re-thinking the hand held 
router and a home made mortising jig. Originally dismissed 
as an option, a jig offset spacer was created. On the leg, the jig 
centers on the one-inch centerline. On the stretcher, it needs a 3/4˝ 
spacer to center properly. This was much better than making two 
different jigs. Photo 4.

The lesson to remember—when it doesn’t feel right, stop. 
Re-think the situation. Consider a different approach.

Final Assembly
Assembling all four legs and stretchers, standing on the flat 

tablesaw, all four legs touched the ‘ground’. Precision, how 
much is enough? In this project every ‘ounce’ of capability that I 
possessed was required, and it paid off. Photo 5.

Working from Plans—or Not
What could be easier than building something from a set of 

plans? Well, other than errors in the plan and the insatiable need 
to make changes. But with sufficient study of the plans to assure 
that you know what the outcome will be, you’ve usually got a 
pretty good roadmap.

This table is an original creation. While there are guidelines 
for general proportion, the design can wind up evolving as you 
build it.. If you’re good, better than I am, you draw up a set of 
plans before you start. Here a model was built and fine-tuned 
early in the project. It helped a lot. But the final product, sitting 
in the living room, took on a little different appearance. It needs 
some adjustments. The stretcher in the model was too low in real 
life. And you don’t know these things unless you can see the final 
product in its environment.

What that means is roughing out the stock and dry fitting 
at several stages along the way. Initially it’s a bunch of blocks of 
wood. No tapers on the legs. No miters on the top and shelf. 
Clamped crudely in place, you size up the proportions as they 
appear in the living room. As the project progresses it gets a little 
easier. Legs are tapered and the dowels and tenons are cut. They 
press tightly together, no clamps needed. Do this before gluing 
the joints.

Set it up in the living room and size up the chamfer on the 
legs, pencil lines. Should the stretchers be chamfered, rounded or 
coved? Looking at the table and the surrounding furniture makes 
that decision happen albeit not easily. Go make one set of cuts, 
even better on a “test˝ leg. Retest the theory.

The lesson here is to build in stages. Don’t finish up the legs 
and then move on to the top, for example.

Like every project, there are things to learn. Reflecting on 
this one, not quite finished at this writing, many hard earned 
lessons from previous projects made this so much fun. A new set 
of lessons on this one made it a very rewarding project. Perhaps 
there will be a finished photo later. I’m working with brass inlay 
and beveled glass panels. Then final finishing. It’s exciting. 

3/4˝ Spacer

Positioner4 5
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Removing the backing from the adhesive backed film

Applying the film to the granite tile

Three grits of film are ready to go—3, 5 & 15 micron

Like many of you, I had chipped away at buying a variety 
of stones to build up my sharpening system to the point 

I thought I was all set. Wrong! The next thing I knew I was 
handed my grandfather’s #7 Vaughn & Bushnell jointer with 
a 23/8˝ wide blade. But all my stones were two inches! How the 
heck was I going to sharpen this? As all woodworkers know, 
collecting a series of good quality stones is very expensive and 
my attempts at using the stones I had were fruitless. 

I discovered the answer to my dilemma while on a trip 
through Woodcraft. I stumbled upon some adhesive-backed 
abrasive films by Pinnacle in three different grits. These are 
designed to be used with their honing guide system and 
came in two lengths, 8˝ and 14˝. I couldn’t afford the honing 
system but I did have a different idea in mind.

I have seen people who adhere abrasive sheets to a thick 
glass plate before but I felt the glass plates are expensive and 
prone to breaking. The glass does provide a good flat surface 
but I thought that a piece of granite tile from the local home 
center would not be as fragile and in all likelihood, just as flat. 
It would certainly be flat enough for my level of woodworking. 

So off to Home Depot I went in search of the perfect 
piece of granite tile. Like most flooring products, granite tile 
is sold by the square foot in boxes. Prices range from $8 a 
square foot to $10 or more. I found a plain black tile that 
checked out very good with the straightedge I had brought 
along and it was the cheapest as well. Since I had chosen the 
14˝ abrasive films, I was looking at the 18˝ tiles. The nice 
thing was I was able to buy just a single 18˝ sample tile for 
about $12.

I had purchased the 14˝ film in the assorted package at 
Woodcraft (#147990) which gave me one of each of the 
three grits available—15µ, 5µ and 3µ. (‘µ’ stands for micron). 
The 15 micron compares to 1,200 grit abrasive while the 
5 compares to 4,500 and the 3 compares to 8,000 grit. 
Obviously these are used for finishing and honing an edge on 
a tool, not establishing one. For that, I still had to purchase 
larger course stones or diamond plates. Three packs of each 
grit, in both the 14˝ and 8˝ lengths are also available.

Now for the setup. I cleaned the surface of the granite tile 
with a clean lint-free cloth and some lacquer thinner, then 
removed the backing and carefully stuck each grit down to a 

A Poor Man’s 
Sharpening System

by bOb cOuch

An inexpensive system anyone can master
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different edge on the tile. I used an old photo print roller I had 
to get them down without any air bubbles underneath, but 
any plastic spreader or squeegee could be used. I was careful 
to make sure the end and one side of each strip overhung the 
tile by about 1/8˝. This will give you something to grab onto 
when changing strips.

To use the new system, I setup my plane iron in my Veritas 
Mk.II Honing Guide. This tool has worked well for me in the 
past and I was anxious to try it on these new abrasives. The 
only thing else I needed was a spray bottle with plain water 
to lubricate the abrasives just like you would with any water 
stone. A tiny drop or two of dish soap will also help with 
water beading.

The thing I love most about this system is its simplicity 
and convenience. The tile stores easily up on one edge next to 
my tool cabinet and it’s heavy enough not to slide around on 
the bench. I’ve added thin rubber anti-skid pads to the back 
of the granite tile to help keep it from sliding around. This 
way I can just lay it down with the 15µ strip in position, a 
couple of squirts with the spray bottle and I’m rolling away 
with a nice long 14˝ stroke. The 8˝ strips on a 12˝ tile would 
work just as well, but with the longer strip, it seems to take 
less time.

Once I’m satisfied with my edge on the 15 strip, I simply 
rotate the tile 90° and then do the same thing on the 5µ strip. 
This gets repeated again on the 3µ. Because the strips are 
covering the edge of the tile, it’s now very easy to take the 
burr off the back of the iron or chisel by holding the back on 
the strips and honing it until you are satisfied. One other nice 
feature is that since these are mounted to a very solid surface, 
once you have established your edge, you can really put some 
pressure on the tool without fear of gouging out the strip like 
you would on one of your expensive Japanese water stones. If 
you do dig in for some reason, you’ve only spent $3.33 for a 
new strip.

I have found I can get several sharpenings on each strip. 
For instance, I was able to demonstrate at the Sunapee Fair 
one entire day with one set of strips. To replace a strip, simply 
pull it off and use a razor blade scraper and a bit of lacquer 
thinner to clean off any residual adhesive and clean the 
surface for the new strip. 

Wetting the film with water and a touch of dish soap Rubber anti-skid pads are added to the back of the tile

Honing the edge of a plane blade

Flattening the back of a plane blade

Flattening the back of a chisel
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close grain by Steve branam

Bench on Bench

I recently fine-tuned the height of my workbench for hand 
planing. The rule of thumb I followed puts the ideal height at 

a level where my knuckles just drag across it when I make a loose 
fist. That allows longer duration planing without wearing my 
arms out. However, many other operations, such as dovetailing, 
sawing tenons and carving, benefit from a higher work surface. 
That way I don’t have to stoop over the work, saving my back.

One way to do this is to use a benchtop mini-bench. It provides 
an elevated work surface for use with clamps or holdfasts, and 
includes a simple twin-screw front vise for holding work vertically. 
I had first seen a version online based on Jeff Miller’s 2005 article 
in Fine Woodworking #176. While Miller’s original used veneer 
press screws to form the vise, this one used wooden screws turned 
on a lathe and threaded with a threadbox.

Then I saw a butcher-block version built by the Philadelphia 
Furniture Workshop. It’s sold by Tools for Working Wood 
(www.toolsforworkingwood.com) either as a finished piece, or as a 
hardware kit for those wishing to build their own. Their website 
includes downloadable plans for a simple plywood base. The base 
can be made any height to accommodate any workbench and 
type of work.

Miller’s design was a simple slab, but I liked the butcher-block 
construction as well as the base. I would use standard veneer press 
screws for the vise. The hardware kit from Tools for Working Wood 
consists of specialized screws for this purpose. I would also make 
the base removable using threaded inserts and thumbscrews in 
case I ever wanted to use a lower one.

Hand Tools
I built the entire project using hand tools. You might ask, why 

do things the hard way? There are several reasons—some practical 
and some not.

The practical reasons: hand tools are much quieter without the 
clouds of dust produced by power tools. They are generally safer 
with much less risk of serious injury. They are completely portable 
requiring no power. They are capable of precision and control to 
within thousandths of an inch. They are a practical alternative for 
those who don’t have the space or money for power tools. You can 
turn a space as small as 4´x6´ into a hand tool workshop capable 
of the highest level of craftsmanship, even in an apartment.

The impractical reasons: the sheer joy of it. Working with hand 

building a
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tools is just plain fun. The feeling of versatility, independence, 
and self-sufficiency is intensely satisfying. I know that it’s me, my 
skills, doing the work. Meanwhile I’m carrying on a tradition 
hundreds of years old. Some operations really are work, but I’m 
not afraid to sweat. And some are much simpler, unconstrained 
by the limitations of power tools. Rather than spending time on 
jig or machine setups, I just pick up the tools and go.

Hand tools do require an investment in skill development. 
The discipline of doing everything by hand forces me to develop 
and hone those skills. Broken down into distinct steps, it’s not 
really as hard as you might think.

The Bench
For this project, the one technical challenge was figuring out 

how to get the long veneer press screws into the laminated top 
using hand tools. I didn’t think I’d be able to hand-drill parallel 
9˝ deep holes straight enough. I thought about chiseling channels 
into the underside. I initially expected to fit the nuts for the 
screws to the front. Then it hit me: drill the holes one lamination 
at a time, and bury the nuts in the first lamination.

Here is a step-by-step photo description of how I built my 
bench on a bench.

1 Marking out the first rip for the butcher block laminations 
in a slab of 2x10 poplar.

2 Ripping the first piece. Since this board is flat-sawn, when 
I roll the pieces 90 degrees they’ll be in quartersawn 
orientation for gluing up the top. The kneepad makes this 
much more comfortable.

Make sure your saw is sharp for this kind of work. Do yourself 
a favor and spend 10 minutes sharpening it; you’ll save 30 minutes 
of heavy work.

In thicker stock like this, flip the piece frequently to keep the 
saw on track (mark both sides with the gauge). You can hold to 
within 1/32˝ of your line for the whole rip that way. Otherwise you 
are likely to find the back side of the cut has wandered by 1/8˝ or 

more, requiring a lot of work with the plane when you joint the 
edge for the next piece and flatten the final glue-up.

3 Jointing the edge for the next rip. Notice the long-sleeve 
shirt is off, and the bandana is on. This is heavy ripping.

4 Cutting the pieces in half.
5 All the rough-cut pieces laid out to plan screw placement. 

Just barely visible, in addition to a cabinetmaker’s triangle, 
I’ve marked arrows on each piece showing which way the 
grain goes. They all need to be oriented the same way for 
planing once they’ve been glued up.

6 Carefully drilling the holes in the first piece. Each piece will 
serve as the guide for the next. For this piece, which will 
be the loose vise face, I used an 11/16˝ bit; the screws are 
5/8˝ in diameter, so this allows a tiny bit of play. For the 
remaining pieces, I used a 12/16˝ bit. The extra tolerance 
will be hidden in the lamination, and allows for any error 
in drilling. The holes for the flange are 1˝, which required a 
large-sweep brace for extra power.

7 Chiseling out a mortise for the flange, like a hinge mortise. 
Notice the side ridges down its length; I ran a gouge down 
each side of the hole for them, then flipped the flange 
over and dropped it into the hole. Fitted into the mortise, 
the flange face was flush with the surface of the wood, so 
it wouldn’t interfere with the glue-up.

8 Loose test fit. The right most piece is the vise face. You can 
see the flange buried in the second piece. The left piece 
will slide up the screw to be glued to the second, and so 
on for the remaining pieces.

9 With the screws threaded into the nuts and cranked 
in, checking the alignment of all the drilled pieces (the 
screws don’t reach the back four pieces). Nice smooth 
action, no binding anywhere.

At this point I removed the screws and glued up the assembly. 
I replaced the screws and adjusted the pieces in the clamps to 
make sure they continued to turn freely.

1 2 3 4
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While this dried, I started on the base using some scraps of 
Baltic birch plywood. It consists of two I-beams joined by a 
crosspiece. Each I-beam is made of three pieces, top and bottom 
plates with center upright. The center fits in dadoes down the 

length of the plates. The height of the center determines the 
height of the base.

10 Cutting the I-beam plates.
11 Scoring down the length of a plate for the dado. 

5 6

7

9

8

10
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12 Sawing out the dado sides. Because this is plywood, I 
switched between rip and crosscut saws for each ply. That 
kept the saws from catching in the alternating grains.

13 Bevel down, chiseling up chips for the length of the dado.
14 Still bevel down, running the chisel down the dado to 

clear the chips.
15 Now with bevel up and chisel flat, paring the dado floor 

smooth.
16 When I test fit a piece in the dado, it was too tight, so I 

widened it ever so slightly with a #79 side rabbet plane.

11 12 13

14

17

15

18

16

19
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17 Test fitting a piece into the widened dado. A good snug fit.

Once the top glue-up had dried, it was time to flatten it. First 
I flattened the bottom side with a #5 jack with cambered blade, 
followed by a #6 fore plane. Then I did the top side.

18 Diagonally with the #5 across the rough surface of the 
laminations to take it down quickly and evenly. This 
produces rough chips.

19 After some diagonal passes with the #6, straight down 
the length. Once I was getting consistent full-length, full-
width shavings, I was done.

20 Using a scraper to deal with some nasty reversing grain 
that tore out in one corner.

21 Trimming the end even.
22 Shooting the end grain.
23 Chamfering all the edges.
24 Drilling dog holes in the top.
25 Testing for height. This will determine how I size the 

I-beam center pieces for the base. With a Gramercy 
holdfast dropped all the way down and clearing the 

bench top, this height just has my elbows at 90 degrees. 
That’s a recommended height for carving, and should be 
fine for dovetailing.

26 Final assembly of an I-beam. Modern quick-change 
combination bits work fine in an old brace.

27 Installing screws with a Yankee driver. The white block is 
wax for the screw threads.

28 Setting the screw with the quick-change bit reversed to its 
driver head. Just be careful, because this produces enough 
torque to drive the screw right through, damaging the 
work.

Rather than attaching the base permanently, I installed 
threaded inserts into the bottom side of the top, and screwed 
knurled knobs in through holes in the base. Getting all the inserts 
to be in alignment is another challenge. I ended up having to 
enlarge a couple holes in the base with a chainsaw file so that 
everything went together well. But this allows me to build a 
shorter base to swap out with this one should I find it necessary.

The last step was to make leather washers to go up between the 
screw handles and the front vise face. Otherwise, with the screws 

20 21 22

23 24 25
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tightened, the handles rub against the face. I initially made wooden bushings, but one 
cracked when I tightened the screw down on it.

29 Punching out a leather ring with a gouge.
30 The completed mini-bench held in place with more holdfasts with a piece in 

the vise ready for dovetailing. I even went to the trouble of putting a couple 
coats of lovely Aged Olive color paint on the base (no, that’s not the much-
reviled 1970s era Avocado color!). The top really looks nice. The photo just 
doesn’t do justice to the quartersawn grain surface.

I tugged on the workpiece to make sure it wouldn’t move while working. Everything 
held firmly in place. And when I say firmly, I mean rock-solid, like it was physically a 
part of the main bench. This should be a great back-saver, so I won’t have to lean over 
my work so much.

At this point, I removed the screws and glued up the assembly. I replaced the screws 
and adjusted the pieces in the clamps to make sure they continued to turn freely. 

Veneer press screws are available 

from Rockler and Woodcraft. 

Threaded inserts and knurled knobs 

are also available from Rockler.

Holdfasts are available from Tools 

for Working Wood. Get two pairs, one 

pair to hold the mini-bench down, and 

one pair to hold the work down. When 

you get them, wipe off any machine 

oil residue, then wrap sandpaper 

around the shaft and give them a spin 

to roughen them a bit, giving them a 

super grip in your dog holes.

Steve Branam is a new Guild member 

with a passion for the hand tool process.

He counsels to practice the basic skills 

separately. Once you are comfortable with 

them, they can be integrated into finished 

projects. This approach means you don’t 

have to worry about mistakes. Go ahead and 

make them! Then figure out what you did 

wrong and try to correct your mistakes on 

your next practice. By the time you work on 

a real project, you’ll have the confidence of 

knowing how to avoid them.

You can find more about Steve’s 

approach on his blog at www.closegrain.com.

26 27 28 29

30



22 Fall  2011—Vol 4 No 1

Carving on a turned element can actually be easier than on 
the flat due to the fact that the grain is often in your favor—

that is it is running out of the turning so that you are always 
carving “downhill.” The layout will be in divisions around the 
blank so that it can be done on the indexing head of the lathe, 
and the pattern can be set on the division lines. In this case the 
leaves are on eighths, four full leaves and four hidden ones.

It is important to spend some quality time practicing. Carving 
can be difficult and frustrating and this is mostly remedied by 
devoting some continuous time to it. It’s very hard to carve for 
short periods. Sometimes taking a class is a good way to commit 
to a stretch of time that’s devoted exclusively to carving as well 
as to commiserate with other like minded folks. It’s a bit like 
exercising—there’s a warm up period before you really get into a 
rhythm and relax.

Aside from higher education, my best advice is to cut out a 
bunch of blanks from basswood or plain mahogany and just go 
at it and try not to worry about the final result. If you get to a 
point where you’re not sure how to proceed, grab another blank 
and start from the beginning again. Once you figure out what 
each tool can do, the efficiency and facility will come. Good luck!

Carving 
in the Round

basic leaves in the salem style

by aL breeD

eDiteD by MichaeL brOWn

Allan Breed spent his early teens 

buying old furniture at flea 

markets and auctions and by 19 was 

employed by The Museum of Fine Arts 

in Boston in the restoration lab where 

he was able to examine some of the 

finest American pieces. After graduating 

from college with a degree in History, he 

began restoring furniture for collectors 

and museums. In 1977 he built his 

first set of Chippendale chairs and has 

been reproducing American furniture 

using traditional tools and techniques 

ever since. Al can be reached at the 

Breed School of Fine Woodworking 

www.allanbreed.com. Alan Breed with his son, Sam
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4With an 11-7, with the point ground back similar to the first V 

tool, make a cut on either side of the leaf about an eighth of an 

inch in from the edges. Start at the tip of the leaf and follow the edge 

of the leaf until the wings of the tool contact the shoulder.

5Then with a 5-5, finish the 

cut to the shoulder and 

remove the chip with a straight 

chisel.

1The leaves are laid out with a paper pattern on the stock. A 12-8 

V gouge is used to outline the leaf along both edges from the tip 

to the base. The point of the gouge here is ground back so that the 

wings of the tool cut first and the point cuts last.

2To finish the cut, a “point forward˝ V tool is used to reach the 

bottom, and the chip is cut with a straight chisel in order to leave 

a clean shoulder.

3Using the 12-8 point-back V tool, make two cuts from the leaf tip 

to the base to form the central rib. Widen the space as you go so 

that the rib is a bit wider at the base than at the tip. Finish with the 

point-forward V and cut clean with the straight chisel.



24 Fall  2011—Vol 4 No 1

6With the 11-7, separate the leaf lobes by making an ‘S’ shaped 

cut from the edge cuts at the rounded portion of the leaf in to 

the center rib. Feather the cut out as you merge with the center rib so 

as not to cut into the rib.

8Do the tips in the opposite direction if needed.

9Round the inside of the lobes as far into 

the lobe as you can. The object here is to 

get rid of the facets left by the separating cuts 

made with the 11-7. Don’t worry when you 

have some facets left, we’ll hide them later.

7With a 2-10 or any nearly flat tool that is narrow enough to get 

into the space, round off the outsides of the lobes from the 

bottom of the perimeter cut to the top of the lobes.
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10To finish, make S-shaped V-cuts from the outside to the 

inside between the lobes, finishing parallel with the center 

rib as the cut merges with the original rib cut. A few straight v-cuts 

off the end of the last leaf lobe give it a little texture. Keep all these 

v-cuts pretty light so they don’t overpower the rest of the leaf.

These V-cuts can mask the facets left from the earlier work if you 

make them directly on the facet. I learned this trick from examining 

period work where I noticed that the veining or V-cuts just happened 

to end up right where the cuts to model two elements met. It was all 

about saving time, and this way the facets could be left and hid later 

under another cut.

11I usually brush the work with a stiff nylon brush to remove 

any fuzz that might be hanging on. The question of time 

spent is always a factor, and speed is a result of being efficient in 

tool use and order of cuts. In this case, my elapsed time to do a leaf 

was seven minutes. A number of things contribute to this,the first 

two being sharpness and the grind of the tools. If the tools are not 

sharp, they will tear and leave tracks and of course are harder to push 

through the wood. The grinds I use here are extremely important. 

With the point of a V tool ground back, the wings can score the wood 

in advance of the base and this enables the tool to cut through many 

adverse grain situations without tearing out.

12 In this photo, the unmodified tool is shown above and the 

improved version below.

This is the case with the grind on the 11-7 as well. With the base 

ground back the tool can carve its way around the edges of the leaf. 

By leaning it left or right, you can maintain a wing of the tool parallel 

to the grain and avoid tear-out.

Another important factor in doing work efficiently is doing all cuts 

that are similar at the same time. In carving this bedpost I outlined all 

the leaves one after another and then did the central rib. This way the 

same tool can be used as much as possible before picking up the next 

one, in this case the 11-7, which was then used to do all the outlining 

and leaf divisions at once. All the finish v-cuts were done at once at 

the end. This also contributes to consistency and gives a nice flow to 

the work as you develop a rhythm. This won’t happen as easily if you 

carve each leaf start-to-finish separately. 
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In my youth I garnered the nickname The Duke of Oil because 
I always ran around the shop with an oil can. So many 

mechanical problems can be avoided by routine lubrication, yet 
the benefits go beyond preventive maintenance. Lubrication 
allows the machine to operate as intended so you don’t have to 
fight against it. The single most important thing you can do to 
get the best performance and longest service life out of your lathe 
is to lubricate it.

Volumes have been written on types of oil and grease for 
machinery, and some modern machines with high-tech bearings 
and gears have strict requirements—but most wood lathes are not 
that sophisticated. Use what is the most handy—motor oil—and 
that’s fine. Some people use grease on cams, but I think grease 
attracts dust and is harder to clean. Don’t fret about the kind of 
oil, the main thing is just do it.

Cam Locks & Clamp Screws
Tool rest bases and tailstocks are frequently locked with a cam 

although some still have the old reliable clamp screws. In either 
case, these locking mechanisms are used frequently and require 

regular lubrication. To oil the cams properly you need to remove 
the tool rest base and the tailstock from the lathe bed, turn 
them over, clean the bearing surface of the cams and lubricate 
thoroughly—Photo 1.

There are several types of tool rest clamps, but regardless of 
design, all clamp screws must be lubricated. The clamp screws in 
the tool rest and tailstock are critical because they are located near 
dust and dirt, including abrasive material from sanding. Remove 
the screw completely, clean and oil the threads thoroughly before 
reassembly—Photos 2 and 3.

Tailstocks
After you have removed the tailstock ram lock screw, you 

should go ahead and remove the ram completely from the 
tailstock casting—Photo 4. Unwind the feed screw all the way 
and pull the ram out. Many modern lathes have clamp screws 
that come completely out of their keyways if they are unscrewed 
more than a couple of turns. This leaves the ram free to rotate, 
and if it does before the clamp screw is tightened again, it might 
tighten on the finished surface instead of in the keyway where 

Caring for Your Lathe

at the lathe by Jon Siegel

This is the first of a two-part article. The second part will cover accuracy and alignment of the lathe.

Photo 1—Lubricate Cam. Take the tool rest base off the bed, turn it over, clean the cam, and oil it. Oil the bearings at the ends of the cam shaft.  
Do the same thing with the tailstock if it is equipped with a cam lock.
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Photos 2 & 3—Remove the screws completely, clean them, and oil generously before reassembly.

it belongs. This causes damage to the surface of the ram that 
eventually has adverse effects on the precision fit of the ram in the 
tailstock casting. These problems are caused by failure to design 
sufficient keying. If there are any ‘dings’ on the ram, file off any 
raised material with a very fine file (#3 Swiss or finer), then clean 
the outside, lubricate the thread and the outside surface and 
reassemble—Figure 1.

Ergonomics
Make sure the lathe is the right height for you. The spindle 

should be at the height of your elbow when your arms are down 
at your side in a natural position. If the lathe is too high, you 
could experience stress to your elbows, shoulders and wrist joints 
because they are too cramped or flexed at an unnatural angle.

As with all craft, good light is essential. Do not attempt to 
work with fluorescent light only because it is too soft. You need 
direct focused light to create shadows that will reveal irregularities 
in the turned surface. For spindle turning, use two focused lights 
so that both sides of a bead or a vee will be equally illuminated. 
Clamp-lights on a rail offer the adjustability you need as you 
move to various parts of the spindle turning.

Make sure there are no sharp edges on any parts of the lathe, 
especially around handles. Carefully check the tool rest for sharp 
edges, because this is the part of the lathe your hands are always 
touching. Spend some time filing or grinding the tool rest if 
necessary to remove all rough or sharp edges. A stationary belt 
sander is excellent for smoothing the top of a tool rest—Photo 5.

Bearings
Most modern lathes have sealed ball bearings in the spindle 

that need no attention. The only exception I can think of is the 
Record. Lathes made before 1930 usually have the old fashioned 
plain bearings (usually bronze or babbit metal). These should be 
oiled at the first start-up of the day and after every hour of steady 
use. Some have oil reservoirs in the bearing housing, and only 
need to be checked periodically.

Figure 1—The illustration shows how metal, such as a lathe bed, 
reacts when dented by a hard object. Metal does not have the ability to 
compress much, so it flows away from the pressure in every direction—
including above the original surface. The resulting raised bumps, which 
sometimes can be quite sharp, cause damage to mating surfaces of 
sliding parts. 

Photo 4—Remove the ram completely, check for damage to the surface, 
lubricate the threaded hole and the outside surface before reassembly. 
On small lathes, the ram is threaded externally and has no central screw. 
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Motor bearings are also frequently equipped with sealed ball 
bearings. But again, some older ones need periodic attention. 
Most motor bearings are designed to go for a reasonable time 
between lubrication, but don’t forget about them.

The Bed
Preventive maintenance of the lathe bed includes: cleaning 

thoroughly after woodturnings are sanded to remove the stray 
grit that falls on the bed; covering the bed if finishing materials 
are used at the lathe; trying not to drop anything on the bed that 
would damage the surface. Figure 1 show how dents in metal 
actually rise above the surface, causing difficult sliding of parts, 
and accelerating wear of mating surfaces.

If there are any damaged spots on the lathe bed, the best way 
to smooth them is to lap the surface with a large stone. This will 
remove any raised material around the dents and scratches. You 
could also use a file if it is very flat and fine grade (Swiss #3 or 
finer). Do not attempt to remove rough spots with sandpaper 
because it is too soft. A stone or file is rigid and will only take off 
the high spots, which is what you want. 

After you have smoothed and cleaned the bed, lubricate the 
surface so the tool rest and tailstock will slide easily. The perfect 
lube for this is paraffin wax sold in grocery stores for canning. A 
lump of wax is much better than paste wax in a can because it is 
more convenient (you don’t need to open a can or get your fingers 
sticky) and it is almost free. In fact I have pieces of paraffin all 
over my shop, because I use it in many places: table saw, jointer, 
planer, handsaws and planes. At the lathe, I keep the wax nearby 
because I not only use it on the lathe bed, but also on the top of 
the tool rest—Photo 6.

Upgrades to Consider

Speed Control
The 21st century has brought the miracle of the Variable 

Frequency Drive (VFD)—Photo 7. This is the type of variable 
speed motor control used on the most expensive lathes such as the 
OneWay and the Powermatic. This revolutionary device has made 
all the old belt systems obsolete (step pulleys and variable speed 
belt drives). Like all computerized devices, the prices keep coming 
down, and you can add a VFD to any lathe for a few hundred 
dollars. If you have an old lathe with a four-step pulley, you are 
not getting the most from your machine. The common problem 
with these old belt systems is that the slowest speed is not slow 
enough, and if you are turning bowls from out-of-balance blanks, 
then you need to start out at a very low speed. The advantage of 
the VFD is that the speed can be turned down almost to zero. 
See Peter James’ article in The Journal—Vol. 3, No. 3. Also, it 
is extremely valuable to be able to ‘tune-in’ the exact speed that 
does not coincide with any harmonic oscillations of the lathe, to 
provide the smoothest running and best stability. A variable speed 
motor drive is a worthwhile investment to upgrade an old lathe.

Photo 5—Smooth the top surface and remove all sharp edges from the 
tool rest with a belt machine as shown, or with a file.

Photo 6—Paraffin wax is a convenient, inexpensive way to lubricate the 
tool rest and the lathe bed.

Photo 7—In the 20th century, motors were either “on˝ or “off˝. It’s a 
new world now with the Variable Frequency Drive (VFD).
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Tool Rests
The tool rest should be adjustable at least from 3/4˝ below to 

3/4˝ above the centerline—Photos 8 and 9. I don’t think this is too 
much to ask, (11/2˝ total adjustment) yet many lathe designers 
have not been able to accomplish it. Without this range of 
adjustability you will be constantly compromising your tool 
angle—often leading to a ‘catch’ or loss of control of the chisel.

Low limit: Usually the top of the tool rest base (banjo) 
is 2˝ to 21/2˝ below the centerline (more on very large lathes). 
The height of the body of the tool rest is about 11/2˝, so on 
average this should give the necessary adjustability in the low 
range.

High limit: The shank of the tool rest needs to be long 
enough to raise the top 3/4˝ above the centerline and still have 
the clamp screw grip the shank properly (at least 1˝ above the 
bottom end of the shank).

If your tool rest does not have this adjustability, then you 
should consider replacing the tool rest, the base (banjo) or both, 
especially if the assembly is not very rigid or not easily adjusted. 
Fortunately, tool rest assemblies are one part of wood lathes that 
are readily interchangeable from one machine to another—you 
just need the proper tee-nut underneath. You may find that a tool 
rest upgrade will greatly improve your working experience at the 
lathe. 

Photo 8—For spindle turning, and often on 
the outside of a bowl, the tool rest is placed 
above center. It should be possible to raise 
the tool rest at least 3/4˝ above center.

Photo 9—To reach the center of a face turning, the tool rest must be below center. It should 
be possible to lower the tool rest at least 3/4˝ below center.
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The League of New Hampshire 
Craftsmen is 79 years old, and 

discussions about building a new 
headquarters have been going on almost 
as long. Nearly three years ago, the League 
got an opportunity that has evolved into 
an amazing facility on 49 South Main 
Street in Concord, right across the street 
from the Capital Center of the Arts. 
Throughout the process of planning and 
building this new space, the focus has 
always been on how to make our new home 
a place that truly serves our organizations 
needs and simultaneously represents to 
the world and ourselves what the League 
represents. The meaning, beauty and 
quality of handcrafted objects, as well as 
the story of the people who make them 
is the heart of the League’s mission. Our 
new headquarters is a living collection of 
pieces of art that the employees and guests 
of the League will walk thru, live in, and 
work with. It is not just a building, it is 
our home, full of the spirit of handcraft 
and the people who are dedicated to the 
importance of true craftsmanship in the 
industrial age.

The centerpiece of the handcrafted 
aspects of the facility is the Reception 
Desk Collaboration, known now as 
the Hands at Work project. This piece 
is exceptional in its scope, aesthetics, 
and creative teamwork. It so perfectly 
represents the concept of “handcrafting 

our headquarters.” Each of the five 
collaborators devoted immense time and 
passion, and believe it is a true highlight 
of our careers.

Background
First some background about the scope 

of the whole building project. In April 
of 2009, an opportunity was presented 
to the League by Steve Duprey (a well-
known commercial real estate developer in 
Concord), Tim Sink (from the Concord 
Chamber of Commerce) and Byron 
Champlin (representing the Concord 
Creative Economy). Their plan included 
some ideas for a location, a building, 
and the financial boost that would 

The League’s New Home

by Peter bLOch

The planning and building of the League of New Hampshire Craftsmen’s  

new craft center and headquarters in Concord, NH
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The League’s old home on North Main 

Street in Concord, NH.

Early construction—Fall 2010.

Almost completed building. The League 

occupies half of the first floor, plus space 

in the basement for workshop rooms.



32 Fall  2011—Vol 4 No 1

jump start the process of finding a new home for the League. 
Specifically, they suggested that we apply for tax credits through 
the Community Development Finance Authority (CDFA). Huge 
amounts of effort were put into applying for those tax credits, 
and then selling them to businesses throughout New Hampshire. 
In the end, the League netted $900,000 to support the purchase 
of the new facility. 

In conjunction with the CDFA support, a capital campaign 
was initiated that has tapped into the incredible generosity of 
the many people who support the mission of the League. That 
campaign is still underway, and the League welcomes donations 
of any size, as the vision of a newly reinvigorated organization 
comes to fruition.

The new League facility did not just arrive at the doorstep, 
fully planned and fitted out. Quite the opposite. The League’s 
Board of Trustees created a Building Committee in May, 2009. 
This group met frequently over the following two and a quarter 
years, sometimes as often as twice a month! The dedication of the 
members is what made the project work so well. 

The committee membership included both the president and 
vice president of the League (Beverly Wolf and Adele Sanborn), 
two staff members (Susie Lowe-Stockwell is the Executive Director 
and Catherine Green is the Standards and Education Manager), 
a professional architect (Eric Palson), a professional commercial 
space planner (Mark White), an experienced commercial real 
estate developer (Dan Wolf ), a grant-writing consultant and 
number-cruncher (Cindy Suekawa), and four League-juried 
craftspeople (Catherine Green, Adele Sanborn, Mark White and 
myself ). This is a group of people who not only had the skill sets 
to bring to bear on a huge and multi-faceted project, they also 
formed a natural and cooperative team that always had a positive 
attitude. These are people who speak their wisdom loud and clear, 
all the while listening attentively to others. 

The Building Committee poured endlessly over plans, paying 
attention to where every partition, electrical outlet and lighting 
fixture would be placed. Door designs, door locking plans, 
cabinetry and counter tops, classroom sinks, library shelving, 
telephone and security systems were all based on these evolving 
plans. A question about how many track lighting heads to 
purchase for the exhibition galleries can result in dozens of emails 
amongst committee members. The group kept many balls in the 
air at once and never dropped one. 

All along the way, the Building Committee was attentive to 
the competing goals of creating the best space possible and being 
stubbornly prudent about costs. Balancing those two things was 
challenging. Decisions made about this building will be lived 
with for decades. Expenditures of the money gifted to the League 
is taken with the utmost seriousness. 

The League has proven over 79 years that they are in this for 
the long run, and the Building Committee kept that in mind 
throughout this intense time of planning for the lasting and 
visionary future of the League.

“Hands at Work” Began with “Minds at Work”
When Beverly Wolf invited me to join the Building Committee 

in 2009, I had a variety of reasons for quickly saying yes. One 
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primary intention was supporting the idea that the League’s new 
home should be a showcase for the works that our members create. 
This focus has evolved into the Handcrafting Our Headquarters 
(HOHQ) project and committee. Early on, it became clear to 
all of us on that committee that the reception desk could be 
the crown jewel of the new headquarters. It would be seen from 
Main Street through the windows, and it would be the first thing 
visitors saw when they entered our space. The reception desk 
needed to make a grand and unequivocal statement about what 
the League represents. 

It never seemed appropriate or practical that the reception 
area be built by a single craftsperson. It is too large and complex; 
and it would be a signature piece of the League’s new home, and 
thus should be ‘signed’ by more than one pair of hands. So I 
settled on asking a team of four other accomplished artists who 
had the skill sets and aesthetic sensibilities to join me in making 
this happen. They had already indicated a desire to participate in 
the general HOHQ projects and I had full confidence that we 
could work through the challenges of collaborating, scheduling 
and budget constraints.

Choosing Dave Little was a no-
brainer! He and I have produced a long 
series of collaborative pieces over the last 
seven years, so we know how to do this. 
In turn, Steve Hayden and Dave create a 
lot of work together, and in fact share a 
booth at craft shows. Jeffrey Cooper and 
I have served together as wood jurors for 
the League, so I was familiar with his 
eye for detail and imagery. I knew Seth 
Kiedaisch least of this group, but was 
well acquainted with his work from the 
pieces he exhibits through League venues. 
He brought a wealth of experience about 
custom casework that was much needed 
by the team. My own contribution to 
the group was the lighting and some 
organizational skills.

We met as a team for the first time 
in September, 2010 sharing ideas and 
initial sketches. We kibitzed with the rest 
of the HOHQ committee. Over the next 
month, the concepts evolved. We were particularly concerned 
about the “upper facade” that hangs down from the ceiling. We 
wanted that to be eye-catching but not overbearing. When Jeffrey 
showed pictures of the freeform carved panels that he created for 
the Monadnock Hospital, an attractive and effective path opened 
in front of us. 

Many other design and material ideas got studious attention. 
For a while, we were enamored by the idea of cubby holes in the 
lower facade that could be used to display small craft objects from 
other craftspeople, but eventually this was discarded because they 
would be well below eye-level. 

We looked at a wide array of options for the countertop 
and it is interesting now to see how perfect was our final choice 
(Dakota Mahogany with a honed finish). What kind of wood 

should be used for Seth’s lower facade frames and Jeff’s carved 
panels? How many mini pendants, and at what height should 
they be suspended? How big should the entire space be? Should 
the corners of the counter be rounded or 45 degree angles. These 
kinds of decisions take a lot of time, a lot of listening to our 
teammates and a lot of imagination. We quickly came to trust our 
collaborators and to have faith that the process and compromises 
were working towards a higher goal.

By the middle of winter, we had gotten approval from the 
HOHQ committee for our finalized design and as construction 
continued on the entire building, we made site visits that gave us 
the opportunity to make minor tweaks to our plans. Jeff made 
drawings on cardboard that simulated the size and imagery of 
his proposed carvings. When he held them up in the air over the 
bare-stud half-wall that the carpenters were building, that was an 
exciting moment. As was the meeting where Seth showed us a full 
size mockup of a section of the lower facade. The list of details 
that needed to be coordinated sometimes seemed formidable, but 
we were now ready to create our individual components for the 
Hands at Work project.

Hanging Lamps
Over my thirty-year career as a 

woodworker, the idea of collaboration has 
evolved from ignorance to intimidation 
to tentativeness and in the last few years, 
a full-fledged embrace. Now it is one of 
the things that really pulls me forward 
to explore new functions for my work, 
new design and form concepts, and new 
friendships. The technical challenges 
get conquered and the new skills and 
aesthetics become part of my expanding 
repertoire. Collaborations are time-
consuming to figure out and execute and 
ultimately, they are some of the crowning 
achievements of my career. 

It would be hard to say when the 
process began on making these five mini 
pendants that are incorporated into 
the “Hands at Work˝ project. Perhaps 
it began when I was first juried into the 

League three decades ago and began this fruitful relationship 
with a remarkable organization. The League has been the solid 
foundation for the many successes I have enjoyed. My teammates 
have accurately described those first two meetings of the 
craftspeople who wanted to participate in the HOHQ program. 
Needless to say, it was exciting to witness the energy in that room, 
and to envision how my lampshades might be a part of it.

Like Seth, I got to work early. There was a particular log in my 
pile that was just the right diameter for mini-pendants, and was 
long enough to make all the shades from that one ‘stick’, which 
would mean the colors and grain patterns of all five would match 
up. And the log was already aged long enough to get intense 
coloration and subtle grain patterns. One of the challenges was to 
figure out how to ‘imagine’ the shades in that log, so that I could 
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avoid the oversized knots and defects in 
the wood. Some of that involves making 
fingers-crossed decisions about where to 
cut the log, and I was amazingly fortunate 
that all five worked out perfectly.

When I make a matched set like these, 
I do use templates to get the dimensions 
and shapes more or less identical. But every 
bit of the sculpting is done by hand and 
eye, using hand-held gouges and cutters. 
And the chips fly everywhere, bouncing off 
my face shield, the walls, and the ceiling. 
Deep piles of shavings collect around my 
feet. There are parts of the work that are 
noisy and physically taxing, and other 
parts that are all about precision, detail 
and calmness. I love that both things are 
involved in my work.

Making the five pendants happened 
over the course of a few weeks, but the 
start to finish of the project stretched 
over an entire year. Finally the moment 
came when all the team’s pieces were put 

together in the new League headquarters. 
We were ready to turn on the lights only 
to discover that the electrical circuit could 
not be used for another week.Talk about 
deferred gratification! But finally it was all 
there, the work of five master craftspeople 
woven together into a unified and dramatic 
public sculpture. It was a stunning 
moment. Along with my teammates, 
I believe it will serve its purpose of 
welcoming visitors into the League’s new 
home, and representing what the League 
stands for—fine crafts and dedicated 
craftspeople, working together. 

[See more about Peter Bloch and his iconic 
lampshades at www.lampshades.com—ed.]
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Named “Night & Day˝ it was 

completed in July of 2011 three 

days prior to dropping it off at the League 

of NH Craftsmen’s Sunapee Fair for the 

“Living with Crafts” exhibit. It measures 

71/2˝w X 61/2˝h and consists of 746 pieces. 

Woods used—tear drop maple, ebony, 

maple veneer, black dyed veneer and 

ziricote. This is one of two segmented 

vessels that were on exhibit at this year’s 

exhibit. The “Black Diamond” vessel sold 

the opening weekend—my first sale as a 

League member! Hey, you have to start 

somewhere!

One day, thinking of my next segmented turning, I had 
vision of a detail ring as the focal point of the turning with 

alternating suns and moons. Like any and all projects, you have to 
start with some drawings. I started out with a hand sketch of what 
the sun might look like. I had to figure out how the contrasting 
woods would be cut and fitted. 

Concept & Design
The only way to do that was to create a scaled drawing, but 

before starting that I had to figure out the finished size of the 
segment. The decision was a size and shape vessel that I had made 
once before and liked. The detail ring in that design had only 
eight segments, but for this one I decided it should be sixteen 
segments and the opening at the top would flair out. From that 
original design the finished diameter was 71/2˝ at the detailed ring. 
So the segment length equals:

Diameter x 3.1416 = CirCumferenCe 
CirCumferenCe/number of SegmentS = Length of eaCh Segment

Using a rough starting diameter of 8˝:

8˝ x 3.1416 = 25.1328˝
Length of a Segment = 25.1328˝/16 = 1.5708˝

Using that segment length and a thickness of one inch I drew 
Sketch 1 to find out what size sun and moons would work within 
that size. It took a couple of tries to sort it out. Experimenting 
with the ray length of the sun, I had started out with equal lengths 
as seen in the center sun but did not like the look. I decided to 
make the rays longer as they went around the segment with an 
equal distance from the exterior edges of the segment (see suns 
left and right). It took a couple of tries to get the right size moon 
and how/where to center it. The look had to be such that it would 
be obvious the suns and moons were segmented. For example you 
could drill a hole and glue a plug into it for the sun—no—that’s 
not the right look. The only way to make it obvious was to saw tooth 
the construction of both the sun and moon. The choice was to use 

1/16˝ layers to saw tooth the design. 
Needing greater detail and clarity, I drew Sketch 2 at a larger 

than life 3˝ = 1˝ scale and started to detail the shade of wood 
to use. Needing contrasting/alternating segments at the detail 

by cLauDe DuPuis

Night & Day

Sketch 1
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Sketch 2

Sketch 3

Sketch 4

ring, I made the bulk of the sun maple 
and the bulk of the moon ebony making 
the elements within those segments the 
opposite. You can see by the lengths of 
the segments in the drawing that some of 
these pieces are pretty small. First design it 

and then figure out how to construct it. I 
used the same method to create Sketch 3.

Now, having the detailed drawings 
complete, it was time to figure out a glue 
up sequence where you can get multiple 
identical segments or parts of segments. 

I was using figured maple acquired from 
a fellow turner. As is with any segmented 
turning, it is important to keep the grain 
of all the segments in the same direction. 
This assures wood movement in the same 
direction and keeps the color of the pieces 
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consistent. By the way, I racked my brain 
trying to find a simple, effective and 
consistent method for the glue up of the 
detailed ring segment slivers. I was unable 
to come up with one. I would love to hear 
your thoughts. 

Construction 
This may seem backwards but only 

now did I draw the entire vessel—Sketch 4. 
Everything evolved around the detail ring. 
Each ring is built independently according 
to the drawing and the main focus out of 
the shoot is the detail ring. That’s where 
the bulk of the work is. The detail ring 
segments are 1/16˝ in thickness. I ripped 
thin strips of both maple and ebony on my 
band saw using the cut list generated from 
the drawing. I knew getting consistent, 
smooth, glue ready 1/16˝ strips would be 
difficult. I got help from a friend who had 
recently purchased a drum sander and 
offered to give it a try. The sander did a 
great job. 

Now the cutting and gluing. I cut 
the thin strips to length by sandwiching 
four strips between two thin pieces of 
pine scrapes and used masking tape on 
both edges to hold everything together. 
This way I was cutting multiple pieces at 
once. The pine waste strip and tape not 
just held everything together, but also 
prevented blowout at the back side on the 
chop saw—Photo 1. Notice there is no 
stop block for cutting multiple segments 
to the same length. Instead I used pencil 
marks on the wood fence. This way the 
cutoffs were not trapped between the saw 
blade and block and when cut, could fall 
away freely. The angled cut on the strips 
were made on the sander using a jig and 
holding stick—Photos 2A and 2B. I used 
double face tape on the end of the holding 
stick to help hold the strip in place. 

The Sun
I started construction of the sun gluing 

small segments end to end, layer by layer—
Photo 3. Glue cleanup was difficult so 
keeping the aluminum working plate clean 
was critical. Using just the right amount 
of glue also helps to minimize the cleanup. 
I sanded the face of the segments on the 
belt sander using the slide table, square jig 
and zero clearance bottom masonite piece. 
Double face tape was used to hold the tiny, 
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thin segments to the push block—Photos 
4 and 5. I also found that using a wood 
block and sanding board also worked 
just as well with a little better control 
with the amount sanded off—Photos 6 
and 7. I glued the sun in stages using a 
combination of rubber bands, spring and 
quick clamps—Photos 8–13. I cleaned 
up the center of the segments (Photo 11) 
on the sander and then using the square 
push block I sanded the outside edges so 
that all the halves were exactly the same 

width. In doing so, it assured that the 
center spline was centered and it also gave 
me a flat for clamping—Photo 13. The sun 
segments now glued up complete were cut 
to length per the drawing using the chop 
saw (leaving a hair long) and finished to 
the exact length on the sander. 

The Moon
The moon segments were made similar 

to that of the sun—Photos 14 & 15. Keeping 
control in the glue up was a challenge and 
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some moons come out better than others. 
With the glue up complete, the segments 
were sanded to size on the sander using 
the square push block. Keeping things 
true and square are paramount. The 
segments were then rough cut to length 
and finished sanded like the sun segments.

Now the fun part. Dry fitting the 
segments make fine tuning adjustments 
as needed using the sander and jigs—
Photo 16. Note that there are three 
segments with an ‘X’ on them. These were 
the ones that I sanded to adjust. Clamp 
them and place in the press. Note the 
center sun ray is 1/8˝ from the edges on 
the exterior diameter—Photo 16. And 
also at the rear of the leading segment—
Photo 17. Note the interior diameter of 
Photo 16 and what has happens to that 
same ray. I had not anticipated this and 
when finish turning had to take very little 
off the exterior circumference in order to 
maintain the 1/8˝ setback from the edge. I 
managed to save it but that was a close call. 
The segments are taped together using 
masking tape prior to gluing—Photo 18. 

Assemble the Vessel
Building from the base up starting 

with ziricote (one solid piece), I flattened 
it on the lathe and turned a tapered hole 
in the center. From a solid piece of maple 
I turned a tapered maple plug to fit the 
ziricote cutout. I glued the two using the 
press and again flattened it on the lathe. 
Although these pieces would eventually 
be relatively small, I felt it was important 
to keep the grain and consequently 
the movement in the same direction—
Photo 19.

The light colored wood provides a 
great place for signing the piece. Having 
added rings, flattening between each, I 
glued white and black veneers and then 
the detail ring—Photo 20. Note the glue 
guide blocks between the two last rings. 
This is a must to prevent slippage during 
glue up. It keeps the ring centered and the 
glue line offsets aligned.

Rounding the corner, you have a 
completed glue up—Photo 21. Not very 
pretty to look at yet. Turn the exterior 
first (Photos 22 & 23) and then hollow 
the interior. Note that the exterior shape 
did not flow through the ziricote base. 
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Wanting to leave a solid base, this was 
saved for last.

I use a hollowing jig/boring bar, store 
bought, with laser for hollowing. I had to 
make a scraper to reach the inside area at 
the detail ring though. Not having any 
square stock from which to work, I used 
a file that was the right 3/16˝ thickness. I 
cut a 3/16˝ wide x 2˝ long piece and now 

I had some square stock. A little shaping 
on the grinder and it was good to go—
Photos 25 & 26. The shorter cuter in 
Photo 26 is the factory one. You can still 
see the file lines on the one I made from 
the file.

The Finish
I finished sanded inside and out to 

400 grit and then sanded using Abralon 
sanding sheets from 360 to 1000 grit. 
Still on the lathe (not running) I applied 
a sealer coat (satin) of waterlox and 
then three additional coats of high gloss 
waterlox, sanding between coats using 
0000 steel wool. Cut it off the glue block, 
finish the bottom (don’t forget to sign it) 
and it’s complete. 



40 Fall  2011—Vol 4 No 1

Growing up in Los Angeles, I always ate pancakes served with 
Log Cabin ‘maple’ syrup. After moving to New Hampshire, 

I was quickly enlightened by my wife (a New Hampshire native) 
on the true origin, production and consumption of liquid gold. It 
was with great excitement then, that a few years ago I purchased 
several board feet of tapped sugar maple that had dark brown 
stains stretching above and below each tap hole. 

Sugar maple, or Acer saccharum, is roughly 40% harder than 
soft maple lumbers according to the Janka hardness scale. Tapped 
sugar maple lumber is also somewhat rare, as maple producing 
trees provide more value as sugar sources than lumber. The 
lumber I purchased had several burn marks from various saws 
and planers it was passed through, my first indication that the 
wood might prove an extra challenge. The lumber sat on the 
shelves for a while until I recently received a few orders for shaker 
candle stands. I have found that it is more economical to make 
more than one of these at a time. This is not to say I am trying 
to industrialize the process and lose the handiwork, but there are 
definitely some efficiencies in running a jig for more than one 
section plus someone always wants that last one you didn’t make.

I set out making candle stands a few years ago after a taking 
weekend course at Homestead Woodworking in which students 
make a cherry candle stand in a weekend with a little turning 
done ahead of time. Since then, I have been experimenting with 
the form, size, type of woods, etc. that have been utilized, and 
have settled on a style pleasing to my eye. The style that I like is 

one where the pedestal is turned with a gentle cyma curve, often 
referred to as the champagne bottle shape. The legs are shaped 
to inversely reflect the roundness of the pedestal, with the top 
of the legs rounded with a wider arc than the bottom of the legs, 
which are rounded more tightly like the top of the pedestal. The 
table top is a round circle, just under 18˝ and about 3/4˝ or less 
thick. The top is lightened by shaping the bottom edge of the 
table more aggressively than the top, making the edges look less 
than 5/8˝ thick. A brace is also shaped to fit cross grain underneath 
the table top and attaches the top to the pedestal through a round 
tenon.

by Ken Zahn

Shaker Pedestal Tables

Plenty of character in this tapped sugar maple
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Historically, these three legged tables have been used for 
functions other than candle or lamp stands and are usually found 
next to a chair, bed or corner of the room. In our house, Jack the 
house cat is very fond of the perch when the sun is just right. My 
favorite use that I have seen is as a seed counting station which 
was a smaller three legged stand with a thin band of wood tacked 
on to form a lip with a small notch removed to drag the counted 
seeds from the top into a waiting bag. 

I made five candle stands for this last batch—a pair utilizing 
sugar maple, two of cherry and one of walnut. The sugar maple 
(also referred to as hard maple and rock maple) was incredible 
to work with. If this wood were to be personified, it would say 

“I want you to succeed, but you have to work hard to get there.” 
The spokeshave, turning tools and handplanes rarely complained, 
caught or tore out, but it would take two to three times as many 
strokes to get there. Sanding was also an extra effort, but it was 
worth it. I was often rewarded with a shiny, smooth and almost 
flawless surface.

The first step was to turn the pedestal. I had to use hard 
maple stock other than the maple sugar lumber. Finding 12/4 air 
dried anything is hard, let alone tapped maple. However, after 
finding some straight grained lumber with a matching tone, I 
turned the legs on the lathe. I made up a turning guide with 
several key diameters on it as well as an inverse of the curve I 
wanted—Photo 1. This was used with calipers and a parting tool 
to set about seven diameters. Then I followed up with a roughing 
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gouge. After the general shape was established, a spindle gouge 
and skew were used to finalize the shape. I sanded to 400 grit, 
and found that it was key to stop the lathe between grits and sand 
with the grain. The pedestal was then placed in a cradle jig so that 
the sliding dovetail mortises could be routed.

I then returned to the tapped sugar maple stock to line up 
the grain for the table top and legs. I cut out a leg template 
as well as an 18˝ circle in a 2´ by 2´ piece of MDF so that I 
could line up different sections of the lumber and match grain 
and characteristics—Photo 2. It took about an hour to find the 
best and most effective use of the lumber as I wanted to use the 
special wood for the tops as well as the legs. Grain direction is 
important to the strength of the leg. The grain should run down 
the leg, with a line running from about the peak of the arc to 
the top of the sliding dovetail—Photo 3. Because the grain of 
the sugar maple was less than perfect, I also spent a significant 
amount of time sketching out legs in pencil. I also took a chance 
and incorporated a tap hole into a leg…we’ll see how this ends…
and I did make a backup leg—Photo 4.

The tops were glued up from three pieces and here the wood 
did pose a challenge for two reasons. First, the lumber must have 
come from a larger sized tree, as it was flatsawn to 8˝ and the 
lateral grain was very flat, resulting in quartersawn edges. My 
experience has been that quartersawn wood can be a little more 
tricky to surface. Second, the grain shifted often and often tore 
out when not expected even with a well honed handplane. A 
restrained use of a scraper card bailed me out on a few occasions.

Once glued up, I cut the tops on the bandsaw and shaped the 
edges with a router. I used a large profile on a low speed to cut the 
bottom and a simple roundover for the top. After this, the surfaces 
were planed then scraped. Very few woods have responded as well 
to the scraper as this wood—Photo 5. The scraper card would 
continually peel off tissue thin shavings. The surface left behind 
was shiny. I was tempted not to sand, but ended up doing so 
to match the edges, and I am glad I did so. After 400 grit, the 
sugar maple reflected my shop lights from a low angle without 
any finish—Photo 6.

The legs were first cut on the bandsaw, then given a sliding 
dovetail tenon, then shaped by hand. On occasion, I use a belt 
sander to assist on the rough shaping, but these did not require 
it. The sliding dovetail tenon was made using the same router bit 
used in mortising the pedestal, but installed in a router table. The 
legs were then passed by the bit to create the tenon. I then used a 
handplane to taper the thickness of the legs from 7/8˝ at the top to 
a strong 1/2˝ at the end of the leg. I then used a spokeshave, files 
and rasps, a chisel and sandpaper to shape the legs. Marking the 
legs is important so that a consistent shape is given to each of the 
six legs—Photo 7. My method of shaping was to repeat the same 
task on each leg so that they progressed as a group, not letting one 
get too far ahead. The legs were then glued into the pedestal. The 
pedestal and legs are attached to the table top with a 15˝ cross 
brace with several screws. 

I wanted to use a finish that would present the wood as light 
as possible, so that the dark streaks would contrast against the 
pale maple. Finishing consisted of two coats of a tung oil and 
turpentine mix which I allowed to dry for a few days. It was 

almost a shame to see the bone white maple disappear, but the 
maple still emitted a warm glow. I padded on a blonde shellac to 
keep the finish light. This finish seemed the right complement to 
a naturally beautiful project. I will continue to build up a topcoat 
over the next few days—Photo 8.

This project allowed me to experience the different ‘feel’ of 
cherry, walnut and hard maple on a consistent platform. I was 
delighted by the sugar maple, and look forward to working with 
it again. In terms of design, I understand that using tapped sugar 
maple is unique and breaks away from a traditional or historically 
accurate piece. I also understand that some may see this as ‘hokey’ 
or something marketed to tourists. To me, though, it reflects both 
the discovery of a new region as well as the discovery of a new, 
wonderful wood. 
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This picture is sure to make any chairmaker’s heart beat faster. 
It is a photograph of guys working at the front end of the 

hand chairmaking process, the place where chairs get started. We 
have this photo and many similar ones because the craft shop 
tradition in England survived into the age of photography. In 
fact, in the Institute’s collection we have early 20th century film 
of English chairmakers at work.

The men in the picture are called bodgers. Bodgers were 
part of the English chairmaking tradition. They were turners 
who provided turned parts for urban chairmaking shops. In the 
American tradition, chair parts were also turned by specialists, 
but there was a major difference. American turners maintained 
shops in fixed locations. Bodgers were itinerants and worked in 
the woods.

Bodgers usually worked around urban chairmaking centers 
like High Wycombe. They would begin by buying the timber 
rights to a woodlot containing English Beech. They felled some 
saplings and set up a rude workspace. Under their hut they dug 
holes in the ground and erected the uprights for their spring pole 
lathe. Then, they began to drop mature trees. The trunks were 
bucked into lengths about 20 inches long. You can see of some 
these lengths in a small pile in the front left. These lengths were 
then riven (split with precision) into turning blanks. The man 
standing to the left of the hut is riving blanks.

In preparation for the lathe, the blanks were rough rounded 
with a drawknife. The boy seated at the shave horse is doing this 
job. The round stock was passed to the turner, who worked under 

cover. It is dark in the hut, but you can make out the turner facing 
the camera. One end of his spring pole is outside the hut, bent 
over the sapling frame. 

The chair parts were turned green and had to dry. They were 
piled in a way that permitted maximum air circulation. You can 
see one such pile to the far right. It looks like a bush. There is 
another neater pile stacked behind a tree to the right of the boy. 
There may be more completed turnings leaning against the base of 
a tree behind the hut’s lower left corner. There is perhaps another 
pile at the very left rear.

The turnings would be trucked into town and sold to chair 
shops. Turning sets (the turnings for one chair) were sold by 
the gross—144 sets. In the chair shop the turnings were dried 
completely in a brick kiln, called the stove.

Bodgers were good stewards of the forest. When they were 
done with a wood lot they left nothing behind but the stumps. 
Wood that was too low in quality to be used for turning was 
sold as firewood. You see some of that stacked in the foreground. 
Limbs and branches too were cut into firewood. Shavings were 
gathered and sold as kindling.

Bodgers were a very specific branch of chairmaking—itinerant 
turners exclusive to the English tradition. It is regrettable that 
today some chairmakers refer to themselves as bodgers. This is a 
misuse of the term. Those who misuse our traditions for cutesy 
marketing purposes harm our craft and we should all discourage 
them. There is nothing wrong with the term chairmaker and we 
can all be proud to use it. 

Bodgers

by MiKe Dunbar
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David Lamb  
Canterbury, NH
Window Seat—mahogany, 

cuban mahogany veneers. 17˝ 

deep x 38˝ wide x 26˝ high. May 

be used at the foot of a bed or 

as casual seating in the living 

room. Legs and uprights are 

enhanced with carved details 

and sculptural arms. This piece 

was inspired by the Lambovich 

series of work.

Jeff Lind  
South Berwick, ME
Wet Bar—mahogany, birch, 

and blue stone.

Fred Chellis Berwick, ME
Balloon Back Side Chair—It is a style that emerged after 1800 and the 

China trade, with the bamboo style turnings. It is made of the traditional 

materials for a chair in the Northeast, maple legs, eastern white pine seat 

and red oak spindles and bow. It has a multi-layered finish of barn red milk 

paint then mustard yellow and a chocolate brown wash coat. It has been 

rubbed down to produce an antique, slightly distressed finish.


