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Woodworking in the 
Dominican Republic

I have been a Rotarian since 1996. Since 2002 I’ve participated in the Rotary 
District annual Honduras humanitarian projects. So when an opportunity arose 

to be able to lead a team to the Dominican Republic for an entire month on a 
Rotary vocational and cultural exchange all expenses paid, I jumped. The leader 
position was a competitive selection process but luckily I was selected. I’m sure my 
experience leading eleven trips to Danli, Honduras didn’t hurt. 

Here is a little background on Rotary. Rotary was started in Chicago in 1904 
by businessman Paul Harris, a native of Wallingford VT. Today, Rotary is the 
largest community service organization in the world. Presently there are 1.2 million 

Rotarians in 134,000 clubs within 
200 countries. The Rotary Foundation 
program I was selected for is called 
Group Study Exchange (GSE), whereby 
two Rotary districts in two different parts 
of the world trade teams with each other 
for a cultural and vocational mutual 
experience. Each Rotary District hosts 
the other’s team and takes care of their in-
country transportation, accommodations 
and meals while the Rotary Foundation 
pays the air transportation for each team. 

As I mentioned, this year’s exchange 
was with the Dominican Republic. Each 
team is led by one Rotarian with three to 
four non-Rotarian young professionals 
between the ages of 25 and 40. Teams are 
hosted by local Rotary clubs in the country 
and typically stay with Rotarian families. 
This GSE program is an opportunity to 

member profile

The Team—left to right: 

 Mia Brown, East Thetford VT

 Jake Kingsbury, Keene NH

 Kelley O’Hara, Keene NH

 Bob Couch, Bow NH

 Bridget McMahon, Keene NH
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see and learn about an entire country in a way the average traveler 
never would. As a team, we did a formal presentation for each 
of our host clubs detailing who we were, what we did and what 
it was like where we were from. Our team’s presentation also 
focused on our four seasons since that is a very distinct difference 
between New England and the Dominican Republic.

While there, our team stayed in or visited over 15 cities all 
across the Dominican Republic. About the only area we didn’t 
have an opportunity to visit was the eastern most peninsula 
near Punta Cana. We found the country to be very beautiful, 
particularly the volcanically formed mountains. I would say that 
I enjoyed the mountains the most and I was surprised how much 
rougher and taller than our own they are.

While there, we visited many historic sites and points of 
interest. We also had the opportunity to get up into the mountains 
into an area only locals could go. We also spent some time on a 
few remote beaches. The vocational part of our exchange gave 
each of us an opportunity to visit businesses and organizations 
that are the same or similar to our own companies back home. 
The purpose is to observe how they do what we do and to have an 
opportunity to exchange ideas beneficial to both of us. 
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Because I had noted in my profile my interest in woodworking 
and furniture making, I had the opportunity to visit a few 
furniture shops and factories while I was there. 

In the Dominican Republic and in other South American 
Spanish-speaking countries, mahogany is known as caoba. I’d like 
to note that mahogany is used extensively in everything made 
of wood there. There are very little, if any, secondary woods ever 
used. Even drawer bottoms are made from mahogany. All the 
wood trim in every house I stayed in, including the closet doors, 
were made out of solid mahogany. 

Their style of furniture is very heavy and decorated with a lot 
of ornate carvings. Their style is not like our style here at all. All 
of the carvings I witnessed being done were being done by hand 
from traced-on pencil lines.

The first shop I visited was a small shop with about five or six 
workers in Bani. I had a chance to visit with the owner and you 
can see by the photo the heavy branches of mahogany he showed 
me. That is how they get their wood, in large branch or log form. 
The workers use a crude manual carriage bandsaw mill to saw the 
logs into boards. They then use jointers and planers and other 
tools to level and flatten the boards just like we do—Photos 1–3.

The next place I had a chance to visit was in San Jose de Ocoa 
and was very interesting. It was a furniture factory and store run 
by single moms. The women there were taught how to build and 
upholster furniture and given a grant for some basic equipment. 
Once they were set up, they went to work making furniture 
and selling it to support their families. I should note that for 
these single moms, this is their sole source of income. Given 
its condition and amount of equipment they have, I think they 
made some very nice pieces and they have been very successful at 
it—Photos 4–5

I also visited a Catholic school for the poor that had technical 
training programs there for young kids. I stumbled on a 
woodworking class of 11 to 14 year-old boys being taught by one 
man. They had a lathe and did some turning. They also made little 

boxes with inlay and given their age, the quality was exceptional. 
It was very heartwarming to see how very proud they were of what 
they did. They all were very excited to show me what they made. 
You can see by the picture the very happy group of kids—Photo 6. 

Just down the street I visited a cigar box factory. The factory 
employed several workers and they made cigar boxes of all types 
and sizes including painted and natural finished versions. Some 
were made from mahogany and others were made from MDF. It 
was a fairly large facility with quite a bit of machinery and custom 
jigs. When I met the owner, I learned that he was a graduate of 
that Catholic trade school for the poor where he learned to make 
boxes—Photos 7–8

While staying in Tenares, I had the opportunity to visit a large 
furniture factory that employed 120 workers near Santiago. This 
was by far the largest place I had seen there. They produce pieces 
for several stores of varying design. There were a large number 
of bedroom and dining room sets all with very ornate carvings. 
The carvings are done in the wood itself and not applied. I had 
a chance to see one of the workers lay a flimsy paper template 
on a headboard, trace it out with a pencil, then use an old “V” 
paddle bit in a router and just freehand follow the pencil lines. 
He then used a series of chisels to cleanup and shape the profile—
Photos 9–12.

The place had a lot of machinery but it was primarily used to 
dimension the wood before all the hand work took over. I kept 
checking drawers for dovetails but I never found one. Some of 
the jute-like pieces they made used parts of the plantain tree. 
Nobody was working when we walked through but with the lack 
of machine guards and safety equipment, I would imagine there 
are quite a few injuries there.

In Puerto Plata, we visited a school for the deaf. Along 
with teaching the normal classes, they also taught trades like 
hairdressing, sewing and even woodworking. They have trouble 
getting qualified teachers for the woodworking class and the 
machinery was in need of some repairs but it was reasonably 
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well equipped. If I could sign, I would consider going there for a 
month or so once I retire to teach the kids what I could.

In our last city, San Francisco de Macoris, I visited a small 
shop that specialized in frame and panel doors. The frames were 
made from solid 13/4˝ mahogany and the panels were a full 3/4˝ to 
1˝ thick. These doors were 7-10 feet tall and the panels were done 
from a glueup on a custom-made circular rack that could glue 
up eight feet of panel at once. It was eight sided and rotated for 
easy loading and unloading—think hamster wheel. Here again, 
the shop’s source of wood was in log form and they had built a 
custom bandsaw mill to mill their stock. The owner also gave me 
a very unique gift of green ebony. It is only found in one area of 
the Dominican Republic and is so highly protected it cannot be 
used for anything. It had been confiscated from someone by the 
police and the police passed it along to him. I told him I would 
only take a small piece about five inches square for fear I would 
get arrested leaving the country! Photos 13–14.

For me this was an opportunity of a lifetime and a very 
successful trip. On the furniture side, I was amazed to see the 
quality of work these shops produced, given in many cases, some 
really crude tools or old machinery. That’s a testament to their 
personal dedication to making quality pieces, in large part by 
hand. But I must admit, I was, and am still, very jealous of all 
the caoba they have at their disposal. Wouldn’t it be nice to have 
enough to even make some drawer bottoms out of it? 
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Used eqUipment—What are the most 
productive sources for used equipment?—Len 
Rochette

Peter James replies: The best local source is 
Craigslist (craigslist.org). Be sure to check 
the lists in other areas that you would 
travel to such as Maine, Vermont, and 
Mass. You can also use eBay and search 
by Distance: nearest first. Also join the 
owwm.org forum and follow the BOYD 
section which is the classified ad section. I 
find that dealers are priced too high for me. 
Be prepared to do some tune up and repair 
work even if it is being sold by a dealer. 
Their restoration often consists of a spray 
can paint job. Beware of freshly painted 
machinery and do a thorough check of its 
mechanicals. Paint can cover a lot of sins.

Steve Costain replies: I find that Craigslist 
is the best. I found a link that allows 
you to search all of Craigslist at once 
state by state or locally city by city—
www.zoomthelist.com.

does Yellow Birch dUll tools—I have 
some yellow birch in the rough. Since this 
wood is so hard, do I need to be concerned 
about prematurely dulling saw blades, jointer 
and planner knifes when working with this 
wood?—Roger Grey

Jon Siegel replies: Very hard wood does 
not normally cause blades to become dull 
prematurely. It’s not hardness, but abrasion 
that dulls blades. Some woods, almost all of 
them tropical, contain naturally occurring 
abrasive minerals. Teak is the best example. 
It is somewhat soft, but it is very abrasive 
and will quickly dull HSS planer knives. 
Some other hard tropical woods that 
are notoriously abrasive are wenge and 
purpleheart. No domestic woods that I 
know of are very abrasive—certainly not 
birch. But having said that, note that any 

wood can be abrasive if the surface is dirty, 
and this can be caused by contact with 
the floor, or the ground; or exposed to 
wind-borne dirt in the air-drying process. 
Such lumber should be cleaned with a stiff 
brush before machining.

Al Breed replies: You should not have any 
problems with yellow birch dulling tools 
any more than maple or another hardwood. 
When using hand tools, especially planes, 
you will have to make sure they are very 
sharp or the tool will not bite in, but skid. 
When air dried, birch is a fantastic turning 
wood and will leave a polished sheen on 
the final cuts.

Peter James replies: The short answer is no. 
For years I worked with red oak that I cut 
myself, had a local sawyer come with a 
bandsaw mill and then air dried. I never 
had issues, however, one thing that I did 
do was to rough the pieces to size in my 
jointer and planer and then sharpen the 
knives after it had acclimatized to the shop 
if I was doing a large project and wanted 
that “perfect” surface off the planer. 

Bob Oswald replies: The Birch I’ve used 
doesn’t tend to be harder than many 
other woods. Other woods high in 
silica, the exotics, however beg the same 
question. And you can worry about them 
prematurely dulling your tools. The only 
answer is to sharpen them more often. Of 
course carbide cutting edges help, like on 
the tablesaw. Also be aware that in well 
over half of my tool sharpening adventures, 
the blade really just needed cleaning. This 
is especially true if you use high resin 
woods like cherry, pine and all softwoods.. 
You should clean tablesaw blades every 
week if you use your tools often. I work in 
the shop at least a couple hours every day. 
Every time I switch the saw from crosscut 
to rip, I clean the blade. You can see the 

resin buildup on the sides of the teeth. 
Any dirt visible on the saw blade will cause 
more burning and splintering.

Dave Emerson replies: Lucky you. I love 
yellow birch—it works well. I have never 
noticed it to dull my tools unusually. 
Certainly less so than cherry or oak. 

repairing lacqUer Finish—I have a 
factory-made dining table with a commercial 
lacquer finish. There are a few small areas 
of alligatoring where alcohol was spilled 
or something hot was placed. Not having 
a sprayer, is there any way using amateur 
materials to fix these spots without doing a 
complete refinishing?—Kent Michaelsen

Bob Oswald replies: Of course you’ll have to 
sand out the damaged areas. Work it with 
fine grits and finish up at 320, feathering 
the edges. Lacquer repair is nicer than 
varnish because lacquer will re-flow the 
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material it contacts and bond typically 
without leaving an edge. The only 
alternative to a spray application which 
you really should have for this size job 
would be a brushing lacquer. It’s regular 
lacquer with extra thinner to make it dry 
slower. To apply I would still cover the 
whole top since you’ll brush it on much 
thicker than spray would do. You don’t 
want an edge. And if you go this route, 
work very fast. A high quality brush and 
rapid covering strokes without retracing 
your steps. I believe it will work. In the 
worst case you’d have to lightly re-sand 
it and spray it. In any case it should look 
better than the damage. Good Luck.

preventing rUst—I am constantly working 
to prevent rusting of my hand tools and 
stationary equipment. I currently use carnauba 
wax with mixed results.—Ed Taylor

Bob Couch replies: I have been using 
Johnson’s Bowling Alley Wax for years 
with great results. It has become very hard 
to find but there are now other brands. If 
you can’t find it in your local hardware 
store, you can find it on Amazon if you 
search on Bowling Alley Wax. It is a very 
hard wax and I apply it twice a year on 
every cast iron surface in my shop.

Peter Breu replies: I use camellia oil from 
Japan Woodworker. This is a very fine oil 
that seems not to create any problems with 
finishing. Their applicator makes the use 
of the oil very easy.

Dave Anderson replies: While carnauba or 
any other wax will impart some protection 
to steel and cast iron, there are other 
considerations. Large and quick drops 
in temperature in a shop have the ability 
to cause almost invisible condensation 
to form on the surface of tools. This is 
particularly true the thicker and heavier 
the metal. Think of the meal as a heat 
sink which both heats and cools slowly 
compared to the air temperature. I have 
found several products which work well 
either alone or in combination to delay 
and minimize rust. Note my wording in 

the past sentence ˝delay and minimize˝. 
Rust will occur even with protection if 
either the conditions are right or if the 
film is not applied often enough. An 
attempt should be made to avoid the 
condensation by covering the tools as the 
primary defense against rust. Any anti-
rust treatment should be the second line 
of defense.

For a single step treatment, I like 
Similchrome polish available from Lee 
Valley since it cleans, polishes and retards 
rust. I use it on most of my hand tools 
which are subject to corrosion from the 
salts and moisture in my hands in addition 
to atmospheric moisture. My other 
approach is a two step treatment. First I 
apply Boeshield T-9 on the surface and 
carefully buff it to a shine while removing 
all cloudiness. After that I apply a layer 
of Top Cote. Both are available from 
Woodcraft, Rockler and numerous other 
sources. The Boeshield is the primary rust 
preventative and the Top Cote provides 
the slick surface in contact with the wood. 

Peter James replies: For many years I have 
used Johnson’s paste wax and lots of it. I 
have tried other products but always come 
back to the wax. The nice thing about 
the paste wax is that it does not interfere 
with finishing processes. Also, when I am 
dealing with wet wood as sometimes is 
necessary, I put a heavy coat of wax on 
the machine tables and don’t wipe it off. 
When I am done, I clean and rewax the 
table. If you can control moisture in your 
shop, that helps. Also large changes in 
temperature work against you.

Fred Chellis replies: Rusting of tools is caused 
by storage in areas with high humidity 
and/or wide swings in temperature and 
humidity, for example in a unheated 
garage. This results in condensation on 
the tools and subsequently surface rust. 
The best way to prevent rust is to keep 
your tools stored in a semi-controlled 
environment, like a warm basement or 
heated building where the temperatures 
stay between 50° and 70° and the air is 
relatively dry. Lacking a space like that, 

there are some products that on a very 
temporary basis provide some protection, 
for example WD-40 or paste wax, but they 
require constant attention. There are also 
rust preventing mats which are available 
which can be used on tablesaw tops, 
jointer’s etc. These act as a vapor barrier 
and also have rust inhibiting chemicals in 
them.

Bob Oswald replies: I’m not a fan of wax 
because it can transfer to the work. I use 
my tools so much that they don’t seem to 
want to rust. But spray-on products such 
as Boeshield T-9 or Bostik DryCote from 
places like Amazon or Rockler provide a 
dry coating, lubricate the surface and help 
keep the surface safe from rust. Google 
rust prevention on machine tools for other 
ideas.

Jon Siegel replies: You have an 
environmental problem in your shop. 
Either you have too much humidity or 
you have wide temperature swings. If 
you correct this situation you will not 
need to coat your tools with anything 
to prevent rust. Also you will have fewer 
problems with wood movement, gluing 
and finishing.

Steve Costain replies: Fine Woodworking just 
did an article on this in issue #227, but I 
have always used butchers wax.

spalted maple—Through what can only be 
called a “fortunate accident”, I find myself with 
a nice supply of spalted maple. Knowing that 
spalting is caused by several different types 
of fungi, however, I’m wondering if I should 
use any special precautions in working with 
it.—Bill Douglas

Dave Emerson replies: Spalted wood creates 
probably the most dangerous dust in wood 
working. The organisms that create the 
spalting remain alive and if you breathe 
enough of the dust sufficient amounts 
of them end up in your lungs to kill you. 
There’s no cure. 

Ask The Old Saw
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December 1, 2012
The Guild of New Hampshire Woodworkers BIG meeting 

Session II began with Matt Wajda providing an overview of the 
final full-scale drawings of the modified Shaker end table with 
curved front, drawer face and shaped legs. After Session I, Matt 
put the finishing touches on the drawings and explained a few 
modifications that would allow for more efficient use of materials. 
The curved front edge of the tabletop was softened to a slightly 
larger new radius of 30˝. The curved drawer face and dividers 
were similarly modified to a radius of 285/8˝. Changes to the front 
leg joinery also contributed to a more efficient design. When 
these changes were incorporated into the final drawings, Matt 
used the Imaging Center in Portsmouth to make accurate copies 
of the full-scale plans. He has found that other common copying 
service providers do not have the higher-level computerized 
reproduction capabilities to be able to duplicate exact copies of 
large, full-scale drawings. 

Matt explained that by softening the curved face of the table, 
the structural requirements of the front leg joinery could be 
achieved without the necessity of rectangular shaped posts. The 
design change will allow for the front leg blanks to be milled 

December 1, 2012 & February 2, 2013 
at Salmon FallS millS in rollinSForD, nH

photos by Jim seroskie

Beginner & Intermediate Group

End Table Project
by bill muncH & bob Wyatt

as square posts of the same dimension as the rear leg blanks, 
resulting in a more efficient milling process. 

Matt explains how he uses tracing paper to transfer the curves from 
the full scale drawing to some 1/8˝ ply to make the templates 
used as guides for the router with a smoother bit and bearing. 
Matt explained that he has had good results with using 1/8˝ ply 
for his templates and notes that he split the pencil line on the 
pattern. For patterns with complex shapes, Matt recommends 
CNC Router Solutions, in Dover. CNC’s computerized routing 
is able to make precisely curved templates to run the router 
bearing against. These templates will be used to help us achieve 
the accurate curves incorporated into specific parts of the table’s 
design while preserving the square face areas essential for the 
joinery. 

At the conclusion of the Session II workshop, copies of the 
curved templates, as well as full-scale copies of the end table 
plans were available for purchase by Guild members who may 
choose to take on this project in their own workshops.

Referring to the design, Matt pointed to the full scale 
drawing to provide a more detailed explanation of some of the 
complexities of the table’s joinery. For example, although the 
design incorporates the curved front face and dividers, plus 
additional curved shaping of the table legs, the structure of the 
top portion of each leg will be perfectly straight to allow for 
accurate traditional joinery from the tablesaw cuts. The curved 
template cut for the bottom drawer divider will be parallel to 
the curved template cut of the top divider, but the joinery for 
the dividers will fit into the top of each front leg at exact 90° 
angles. The curves will be cut into each shaped part after the 
parts dry-fitted to test for accurate joinery prior to final assembly. 
The plan incudes a stock list with a column for both rough-cut 

PartS 2 & 3
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Subgroup Spotlight

and final-cut dimensions. Rough milling will be approximately 
1/8˝ over-sized.

Before we shift to the stationary machine shop, Matt shares 
some thoughts on a few safety techniques he typically uses on 
projects similar to this. First, he explains why he will “separate” 
the leg stock from a thick slab of walnut by using the bandsaw 
to safely release the tension in the large piece of rough stock. 
He explains that using the bandsaw to make the initial rough 
dimension cuts in thick heavy stock is both efficient and safer 
than using the tablesaw. He continues by noting that using the 
tablesaw for thick slab cuts poses a much greater risk of kickback 
by releasing tension from the thick wood stock, potentially 
causing it to unexpectedly pinch into the back side of the saw 
blade spinning at a very high rpm. Continuing on the workshop 
safety and inherent risks theme, Matt says Nothing is perfect. Mr. 
or Mrs. Murphy is going to make its way into the shop! 

The remainder of Session II was in the stationary power tool shop where 
Matt first gave us an overview of the bandsaw, tablesaw, jointer 
and thickness planer. He also pointed out a few of his own handy 
shop-made jigs and push sticks. 

For making the initial bandsaw dimension cuts, Matt’s 

technique will be to free cut on lines he traces on the slab. At this 
point Matt shares a quick tip on milling efficiency, saying that if 
the plan calls for 8/4 x 8/4 rough stock but the slab stock is 9/4, 
cut the rough leg blanks to 9/4 square posts. Matt proceeds to 
retrieve a slab of walnut stock with a thickness of approximately 
12/4. This piece of walnut is of adequate size to make the four 
table legs with minimal waste. 

He now traces out the cut lines from portions of the slab that 
provide the most aesthetically desirable grain patterns and then 
proceeds to cut each leg blank on the bandsaw. This is the first 
step of the milling process for the table parts.

Once the four leg blanks are cut, one side of each leg is made 
flat by separately running them through the jointer. He then runs 
each leg, flat side down, through the thickness planer to make 
the opposite sides parallel. At this point all four legs have two 
parallel flat faces of exactly the same thickness. Matt now returns 
to the jointer to get the third side of each leg perfectly flat and 
square to the two parallel faces. For the final steps in milling the 
leg stock he used the tablesaw to rip cut the opposite edge close 
to thickness and then uses the planer (still set to the last cut) to 
make four perfect square leg posts of the same dimension.

One correction related to the summary of BIG Workshop 

Session I that appeared as an article in the most recent 

edition of the GNHW Journal. The article referenced Matt 

suggesting that a transit could be used to draw large, precise 

arcs for making curved face patterns. After receiving a helpful 

email from Guild member Bruce Wedlock, the instrument more 

likely referenced by Matt, and more appropriate for accurately 

drawing large arcs, would be a trammel. Thanks Bruce!
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February 2, 2013
Matt began the third meeting of the season by noting the 

critical element of reference faces. Faces that “relate”, i.e., that 
are flush to one another, become reference faces. They become 
the plane or face of a piece from which all measurements will 
be made and all operations will be made. Matt explains that the 
first piece that is cut becomes the reference. The second piece is 
then cut and sized to fit the first. He points out that this is as true 
with dovetails (i.e., pins and tails) as it is with mortise and tenon 
joinery. For this bedside table project, all the reference faces are on 
the inside of each leg. The outside of the legs, the table top, and 
drawer front will be removed (shaped) to create the curves critical 
to the piece. For the rails, the reference edge is the bottom edge of 
the rail. The tops of the rails may initially stand proud of the tops 
of the legs. A little hand planing will bring the rails in flush with 
the top of each leg post. Matt explains that planing the long grain 
of each rail is much easier than planing the cross grain of each leg 
post top when making the joinery flush.

The legs are referenced to the insides, where the mortises are. 
One way to organize them is to put them together in a package, 
with the reference faces together. If you are setting aside your 
work for a while, a cabinetmaker’s triangle drawn across the end 
grain on the legs will help orient them should you begin to handle 
them later and mix them up.

Reference faces must be attended to when parts are being machined. 
When using a tablesaw to cut rails to length, the reference face 
should be to the saw’s table surface and the reference edge should 
be to the miter fence. To guarantee multiple pieces will be of the 
same length, Matt uses a stop block. 

Matt had previously milled the legs to 17/8˝ and recommends 
that we cut the mortises first, and then cut the tenons. He sets 

his marking tool to 1/4˝ by carefully positioning its point into the 
machined groove at the 1/4˝ increment of his square rule. Now he 
scribes down each leg to his reference pencil line. This defines 
where the mortises will be cut. He then marks reference lines in 
the end grain top of each leg to show the mortise position and 
depth, as well as haunch depth. These reference marks will be 
helpful when Matt sets the mortiser fence and chisel depth.

The legs are now ready for cutting the mortises. Matt demonstrates 
the mortising technique he uses for making the leg mortises. He 
uses a mortising machine with a hollow chisel to make accurate 
cuts into the leg stock. The mortiser uses a foot pedal to lower 
the chisel. He needs to keep the floor space under the foot pedal 
clear, or risk the mortises becoming more shallow if the pedal 
doesn’t have the clearance for full travel. When cutting mortises 
using a hollow chisel, the chisel should be supported on all sides 
by solid material as much as possible to keep it from deflecting. 
One way to do this is to bridge each hole, cutting into solid wood 
with the first series of passes, and then going back a second time 
and clearing the remaining 
material. The second pass 
puts much less stress on the 
chisel, reducing the risk of 
deflection.

Matt now demonstrates 
one method of tenoning, 
using the tablesaw with a 
dado setup, rip fence and 
miter fence. Again the 
reference face of each rail is 
to the surface of the tablesaw, 
this ensures that when the 
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rail tenons are joined to the leg mortises, all will have the same 
reveal. He explained that for rails that are 3/4˝ thick, the tenons 
can be 3/4˝ long, 1/4˝ thick, with 1/4˝ shoulders on each side of 
the tenon. This also makes for more efficient use of the tablesaw 
and spacers to make the tenon cuts. The rail tenons are the full 
width of the rail, with no shoulders at the top and bottom edges. 
Matt is using a haunched tenon on this piece. He explains that 
it is also very important that the saw fence not be moved until 
all the tenons are cut and checked for proper fit. The haunched 
tenons will be cut 1/4˝ long by 1/2˝ wide. The side rails for this 
design are universal fit, making them interchangeable from one 
side to the other. The haunches will be at the top of each tenon 
and will reduce the effects of shrinkage, such as twisting of the 
joint. Haunched tenons also prevent another problem that can be 
caused by shrinkage, where the rails may have a tendency to rise, 
exposing the tenons. 

Matt uses a Forrest Dado King set. If you’re feeling 
optimistic about a tax return, a 12˝ diameter set can be had 
at www.librawood.com for a mere $370. Matt made a point of 
organizing all the rails to be tenoned in a stack, so they could be 
worked in succession without worrying about confusing the faces. 

The table design calls for twin tenons for joining the bottom front 
divider into each front leg and dovetails into mortised pin sockets 
for the top divider. He recommends examining each divider to 
determine whether one piece will be better suited for either of the 
two required joinery methods. He then proceeds to mark out the 
twin tenons and the dovetails. He sets the angle for the dovetails 
by holding his bevel gauge up to the same dovetail in the full-
scale drawing. Matt explains that the twin tenon technique is a 
tried and true method that is used to allow for more glue surface 
than a single tenon. He emphasizes that good glue surfaces are 
essential for strength in the joinery. Matt suggests that for longer 
front divider spans a twin tenon divider may be used between 
drawer faces.

The choice of joining the top divider to the front legs with 

dovetails locked into mortised pin sockets is another traditional 
joinery technique that will effectively prevent separation of the 
front divider joints, even if the foot of a front table leg is bumped. 

At this point Matt proceeds to chisel and clean out the pin 
mortise on top of each front leg post, careful not to bruise the 
cheeks. He uses a holdfast made from rolled steel to hold down 
the pieces he was working. He notes his preference for the rolled 
steel holdfast (toolsforworkingwood.com) for superior strength over 
the cast steel models. 

Next, the twin tenons and dovetails were cut by hand. Initially, 
Matt was planning to cut the twin tenons and dovetails on his 
tablesaw, but by majority vote, our group requested that the cuts 
be done by hand as a test to make sure our instructor measured 
up to the challenge! Matt passed this test without any problems 
and his students resumed taking notes. Matt explains that when 
he cuts dovetails, he saws close to the marks, then pares down 
to the marks with a sharp chisel. He carefully squares up his 
dovetails with a chisel. Once the tails are done he scribes the pins 
using a sharp pencil. When he cuts the waste from the pins, he 
is careful to leave all the pencil marks on the pins. He advises us 
to saw first and chop second, when cleaning the waste away from 
the pins. He continues the lesson by noting the trick to good 
dovetails are the saw cuts. Chisels are only used to remove wood 
that the saw cannot reach. Matt says the chisel he uses to clean 
the waste from his dovetails is a cheap one that he modified using 
his bench grinder making it more like a skew chisel. Once the pin 
socket is clean, he goes back in to slightly undercut the bottom 
of the socket.

As BIG Session III comes to an end, Matt cleans out the 
waste between the twin tenons, careful not to bruise any of the 
marking-knife edges or shoulders. Matt’s last tip of the day was 
that it makes life a good deal easier if all tools to be used in any 
project, such as marking gauges, chisels, hand planes, etc., be 
tuned and sharpened prior to beginning the work.

Next meeting—shaping the legs and getting ready for 
glue-up. 
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Part 2 

Trim to Final Size
Ready to start purfling, and not looking forward to it. I almost 

missed one little sentence on page 28 of a 78 page book. Now is 
the time to finish the edge accurately, squarely and smoothly to the line 
that we earlier traced around the ribs. There is a very serious side 
effect of failing to notice this sentence. Failing to do the cleanup 
trim, the next step is to add the delicate trim inlay, called purfling, 
around the entire perimeter of this complex shape. Imagine doing 
the manual inlay work with days of effort to get it looking good, 
only to find that the back is the wrong size, too big, and roughly 
cut to shape. Read very carefully. Read many times, sitting in the 
easy chair.

Purfling
Purfling is the trim around the perimeter of the front and 

the back. I thought it served no purpose other than decoration. 
Violin teacher, Kathy, yesterday, was telling students it’s an inlay 

that keeps the edges from splitting out. I have no doubt, as there 
are a lot of grain changes. And it looks cool.

It looks like a hand painted double black line. I innocently 
asked a luthier at a show how they did such a fine drawing job. 
With the patience born of woodworkers teaching others, this lady 
pointed out that it was a laminated strip of three woods—1/16˝ tall, 

There is a little qualifier on this story. 

This is not a series of articles on how to 

build a violin. For that you need a good 

book, some wood, a bunch of new 

tools and a staunch commitment to do 

it. This is about the experiences of a guy 

building his first musical instrument. 

Hopefully it gives you a little feel for 

what building one involves so you just 

might try it yourself one day.

by bob oSWalD

My First Violin

Purfling tools
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1.3mm wide and a few feet long. Two black strips sandwiched 
around a white strip. All are Maple but the outer ones have been 
dyed black. You cut a tiny channel, a groove, around the perimeter 
of the back (and the front) and glue this strip into the groove, and 
then sand it flush. See the anatomy of a violin drawing for the 
purfling.

I bought a purfling hand cutter—an expensive wooden handle 
with two heavy duty Exacto blades clamped face to face. The 
blades are spaced at the cutting point, 2.5mm apart. The purfling 
groove is 1.3mm. That’s just a wee bit sloppy and other people 
complained about it on the internet. I called International Violin 
to see if I’d overlooked some magical solution. Nope. Remove one 
blade and cut the groove, one side at a time. Ok.

Cautioned to cut very lightly, making many passes to get to 
at least a 1/16˝ depth, the tech support fellow and I agreed that 
cutting purfling grooves is easily the most odious, time consuming, 
frustrating, distasteful task on the whole project. The blade wants 
to follow the grain, and its behavior changes depending on with 
or across the grain. And it’s different on maple vs. spruce.

I ordered a router attachment and bit for a Dremel tool on 
the spot. Perhaps I’ll use the hand tool on the softer spruce front. 
There was also a strong note of caution about using the router tool. 
Practice a lot on varying grain patterns so you learn how to hold 
it, not having it skitter sideways at one inopportune moment 
making a meandering channel. I’m a precision woodworker and 
an expert router user. No problem here. I’ve also made a lot of 
mistakes. I’ll practice a whole bunch before doing the real thing. I 
know how to repair furniture mistakes. I’m not so sure on a violin 
back. There’s so much to learn!

Cutting the Purfling Groove
Using the Dremel attachment turns out to be fairly easy. But 

it’s a white knuckle job making sure it doesn’t drift away from 
the edge. It’s complicated by having to reposition your hands a 
number of times, as this outline is very complex. The router must 
stay perpendicular to the guiding edge.

Got it done. A couple spots were a little shallow. Not sure how 
that happened. The bit slipped a couple of times and widened the 
groove. When it came time to glue in the purfling strip, I wiped 
a bunch of sawdust onto the top of the strip filled with glue. It 
pretty well fills in all the voids. I was very happy. I hope it doesn’t 
show in the final finish.

Another area at the “button” had to be hand cut. The button is 
a feature on the back that protrudes from the top edge and forms 
the base for attaching the neck later on. The hand cut segment is 
only one inch long. What a challenge, even cutting only a one-
inch segment.

If cutting the purfling groove isn’t enough of a challenge, 
joining the corners adds to the task. The purfling has to be heat 
bent, like the ribs, to fit into the groove. If the bends are too 
severe, the wood breaks. It bent easily and well.

How do you join the corners? Simple, a miter cut. But this 
miter is not the usual picture frame ninety degree layout. Two 
strips converge at about a forty-five degree angle. Your mind 
wants to trim one strip, and then match the other to it. It becomes 

a butt joint. The ideal joint, of course, is a miter. It’s called a 
bee sting when done right.

Cutting tiny little bee sting miters is an exercise for a young 
person with a keen eye and a steady hand. Even under high 
magnification, it was a very difficult job. Four corners to cut—
one came out perfect. The others are butt joints. Someone told 
me how to repair them. When I hold the completed back out 
at arm’s length, it looks wonderful. Anyone who looks real close 
and makes a comment about the miter is going to get a poke in 
the eye. I think I’ll leave them as is to prove that this is truly a 
handmade instrument.

A somewhat soothing observation is that this is the back. 
Unless you study it, you don’t see it as much. It spends its life 
against the wall or facing the floor. So round one, purfling the 
back, could be considered practice for doing it better on the front, 
a month or so from now.

Cutting the Channel
The channel is a shallow, round bottom cut around the 

perimeter of the back (and front) spaced in from the edge. It 
cuts partly into the purfling. I don’t get the purpose despite all 
my reading. It appears to be more style than anything, but it 
might have to do with making the attachment point of the sound 
generating back and front thinner, perhaps enhancing the sound. 

It’s done by hand with gentle swoops of a gouge, smoothed 

Hand cut at the button

Not a miter
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out with a scraper. This is a very difficult job for the beginner. It 
requires constant measurement with an outside caliper to get it to 
the right depth. At this point we’re thinning to about 2mm, so 
over-cutting is not a good thing.

Oh, here’s another rewarding step forward. Cutting the 
channel lowers the profile at that point. The templates used to 
shape the outside are based on this channel. So guess what? Back 
to the plane to re-shape the back to its final profile. I thought I was 
finished with the plane.

Proceeding with tuning the final shape, I discovered that the 
edges were thicker than specified. about 0.5mm. I don’t know 
how much that matters, but early on we talked about every little 
error adding up. Attempted trimming with the plane brought 
concern about chipping out the edges. Modern technology to 
the rescue. The Fein MultiMaster with an 80 grit pad gently and 
quickly reduced that profile to spec.

The blue tape marks areas that are at final dimension. This 
thinning made the channel too shallow, so it took a little more 
gouge work to deepen it. I think now we’re ready to move on. 
There’s still final surfacing with a scraper and sandpaper. I think 
I’ll save that until the front is ready also.

Hollowing—the Inside Contour
With all the effort to create the correct outside profile, the next 

and final task is to hollow out the back so that it’s about 1/8˝ thick 
everywhere. 

To determine the depth, you make a post under the drill. 
Holding the fiddle back outside against and perpendicular to 
the post, drill a whole bunch of holes in the areas designated. 
Then hollow out the waste to the bottom of the holes. Sounds 
easy enough but I’ve dreamed about it off and on many nights, 
wanting that phase to take place so I could quit worrying about it.

The graduation map is a little terrifying. Drilling the reference 

holes is very intimidating. What if the drill pokes through! It took 
several tentative cuts, trying to hold the back perpendicular to 
the post, and measuring, to finally have the courage to just start 
drilling. The book calls for 2mm holes, a brad point bit. 

Initial hollowing is hard work. Rough shaping the outside 
went well using a disk sander. A lot more care on the inside is 
required to not invade forbidden areas. Finally resorting to gouges, 
it’s just plain hard work to hog out the bulk of the material. Those 
little reference holes are vivid in front of you, but there is only one 
millimeter beyond their bottoms to the final thickness.

Final hollowing with the round bottom planes goes ok, but I’ll 
be happy to see the end of it.

The book has you build a cradle from a plywood ring in the 
shape of the fiddle. I found the rubber jaws of squeeze clamps 
worked very well. Holding it in place is a challenge and the bench 
dog clamp finally turned out to be an excellent solution. But be 
careful as it gets thinner, not to crack the back. And the soft front 
will be even more delicate.

Graduation progress is a tedious process of removing it from 

Cutting the channel

Final arching Drill press gauge

Graduation map
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the clamps and measuring with a graduation caliper, here a simple 
digital outside caliper. I mark the measured thickness and then 
refer to the manual for the final depth in each area.

Final Scraping & Sanding
The back is now completely shaped. It doesn’t require tuning 

like the front will although you should tap test it and get it close. 
I did. It kind of all sounds the same. That’s either good or bad.

Another hour passes, sitting in front of the workbench, with 
a couple tiny scrapers and sandpaper, bringing these surfaces to a 
smooth and glistening polish.

Finally, it’s ready to glue on to the shell. I think I’ll, set it aside 
and go to work on the front.

The Front 
It’s also called the belly or the plate. I’m going to spare you a 

lot of reading. Making the front is the same procedure as the back, 
with two differences. One, a different arching template is used, 
not radical, just different enough that you have to keep track of 
which side of the template you’re using.

Two, spruce is horrible to work with. You must rigorously 
honor the god of grain direction. It has absolutely no forgiveness 
for ploughing uphill. It greatly slows down progress and it takes 
many, many reversals of the planes and gouges to keep from 
tearing the wood. What I can say is that it cuts easily. After a 
number of hours, an accidental discovery, cutting across the grain, 
works pretty well also.

The steps are the same as the back. Arch the outside, trim to 
shape, add purfling, very carefully this time as it will be very visible 
forever. It should go better based on the learning experience of 
the back. Cut the channel, final shape the outside, hollow, scrape 
and sand. When I list all these steps in one place, no wonder it 
feels daunting. It is.

The rough shaping did go much faster because it’s softer, 
despite having to reverse the cutting direction a lot. Large sweeps 
of the gouge move a lot of material. And an important observation. 
On the back, I carefully carved to match the templates. But I 

Drilling reference holes

Heavy gouging

Carving in a cradle

Roughing the belly goes faster

Graduation caliper
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Dimensions, Dimensions
One thing that has impressed me from the beginning is 

the precision of measurement for a violin. It’s been refined for 
centuries. There is only one way to make a violin, or so you’re led 
to believe. I’ve come to refer to this page often. That answers are 
always here.

I had two accidental intrusions today. Situations that will leap 
me forward many weeks in my worry and my own construction. 
See the sidebar on the next page.

The Tone of the Belly
As you’re carving and sanding, as the front gets thinner, you 

are supposed to try tuning it. This is done by holding it with two 
fingers, in different positions and tapping on it. When it’s a thick 
block of spruce, it makes a dull thud. But as it gets thinner, it 
starts to ring, to have a very musical property to the sound 

The book talks about vibrating the belly on a speaker with 
talcum powder on it. You should see certain standing wave 
patterns in the powder. I retired from electronics and gave away 
all my stuff. Not going to go buy this equipment.

Many nights have passed, waking, thinking about tuning. I’m 
finally at peace with the following concept. Sand it very smooth 
and uniform. Make the thickness precisely match the map in the 
book by gentle and persistent sanding, and live with it.

I’m finding that fine sanding the inside is going well with the 
aid of a random orbit sander. A 220 pad that’s about worn out 
is working well. The curve of the disk, at a steep angle, slowly 
smooth’s and shapes the surface.

Today I went back to examine the back. It surprised me to 
find it quite thick in spots, well over the specification. I remember 
being afraid to go too deep. The afternoon was spent in a much 
more Zen like state, re-carving the back to better tolerance. Hand 
sanding with 400 grit paper is getting to be rewarding. Fine, fine 
sawdust emerges and the surface starts to glisten. I’m becoming 
more patient. I’m liking this.

Tap Tuning
A bit more sanding 

produced the right thickness 
overall, and a very soft, 
smooth surface. The book 
harps about tuning, that 
when you hold the front in 
one of three different places, 
and tap in the appropriate 
location, you should get an 
F tone. Three different nodes, 
three tones in three different 
octaves.

With fiddle front in hand, 
sitting in front of the piano, 
we tap the piano keyboard, 
2nd octave F, and hold the 
sustain pedal. Then tap the 
violin in the appropriate pace. 

discovered that it has to be shaped further after purfling and 
cutting the channel. You don’t need to be so meticulous on the 
first shaping. So roughing out the front went pretty quickly. 

Purfling is an event I was initially not eager to see again. Test 
cuts with the Dremel router on a test piece demonstrated how 
hard it is to start and stop. The purfling on the back has flaws. 
It takes both hands, one on the Dremel and one on the fiddle. 
Moving a hand to hit the power switch usually leaves a little divot. 
Not good. Another trip to the tool store for a foot switch solved 
that problem. 

I’m very happy with this purfling groove. It’s deep and clean. 
Good, because it’s the visible front.

Another neat discovery was a way to hold the front to the 
workbench while shaping the outside. A single bench dog clamp 
works so much better. And when it came to hollowing the front, 
the addition of a squeeze clamp’s soft rubber pads to form a cradle 
made the process work equally well.

Hollowing the front, while the same procedure as the back, 
bespeaks of much more attention to detail. The back was carved 
pretty accurately. But I’m thinking it’s not as critical in the 
production of sound as the front. I’m feeling that the front must 
be done very well. Graduation to consistent thickness.

Good clamping makes it easier

Dimensions for everything The tuning diagram
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Hmm, sounds about right. I try a second position at the 3rd 
octave F tone. Hmmm, not bad, sounds reasonable, as much as a 
melodic clunk sounds like a piano string. Just for kicks, I hit the 
G key on the piano and tap again. Hmmmmm, sounds good too. 
A few trials with different keys convinced me that I don’t know 
what I’m doing.

The book says that often a tuner will pick up the tone. We try 
that together, the fiddle, the tuner and me. It takes a lot of taping 
and moving around the area to register a tone. Bb (B flat)—not 
good. That’s half an octave away from where it’s supposed to be. 
The second location produces a D, The third an F#. Now that’s 
about right. Do I believe any of this? No. Clearly I’m going to 
1) take it to an expert to tune or 2) continue and stop worrying 
about it. I choose two. I may regret it but I’m convinced that 
following the instructions as closely as possible, with dozens of 
things that affect the tone, it will make music when it’s done! The 
book even says that a couple of times, a mild reassurance that 
your months of work will be worth the effort.

Sound Holes
There’s one other big 

difference from the back. 
Sound holes are also cut 
into the front. It’s a delicate 
process as the Spruce at this 
point is quite thin and the ˝F˝ 
holes have quite a bit of cross 
grain fragile points. Small 
features with cross grain 
situations on thin material, 
especially in the fragile spruce, 
sounds like a demanding task.

This was an interesting 
exercise on many fronts. First 
was positioning the template. 
Studying the diagram showed 
the location of the holes, but 
transferring it to the front left 
me concerned about accurate placement. Finally, you bite your 
lip, place the template and trace it. It took a day to work up the 
courage to drill the holes in the ends and start cutting it. But it 
worked just fine, a sharp brad point bit with a good backing block 
produced clean, crisp holes.

The book says you can hand saw or just carve out the wood 
in between the holes. A quick attempt at carving didn’t work 
at all. Grain direction is everywhere. The scroll saw was crying 
for attention. Running on slowest speed, it turned out just fine. 
Cutting inside the line, it was easy to trim to the line with a 
carving knife and sandpaper.

Here’s the rub. The little notches in the sound holes didn’t 
transfer. I planned to set them in place with a triangular file using 
the template. Fate has a way of helping you out, sometimes, and 
sometimes it’s not a kind and helping hand. Moving on to make 
the bass bar (next section) it became painfully obvious that there, 
plainly marked on the diagram was the location of the bridge, 
and coincidentally it’s riht at the notches! So placing the sound hole 

An interesting opportunity arose in early December, 

while still sanding the belly. Coming home from 

a lesson, the violin case, leaning against the wall, slide 

sideways and fell. There has been a flaw where the neck 

joins the body. This jolt, protected even by the case, 

caused the neck to explosively separate from the body, 

under the tremendous tension of the strings. Horrors! 

What to do?

Looking at the fracture reminded me of many 

furniture repairs I’ve done. Forsaking a multi-hundred 

dollar repair bill, careful positioning, clamping with 

Titebond, produced what, to me, looks and sounds just 

fine. In the process I had to restring the instrument. This 

had been a no-go-zone for me, until now. It took all 

of a couple of minutes. So this accident reduced the 

upcoming dread of stringing my real violin.

A second situation occurred a couple of days later, 

ironic. A friend gave me a violin carcase ˝to use for 

parts or whatever˝. For her to have it restored would be 

prohibitively expensive. It was missing all the top side 

components. 

I couldn’t stand to see it in its desolate looking 

condition. What a perfect opportunity to rebuild it 

as a trial for the real one! I had already acquired the 

accessories for mine, bridge, tail piece, adjusters, strings, 

etc. So I rebuilt this Canadian made violin. In less than 

an hour, it was transformed from a box to a musical 

instrument. It made great sound. That was extremely 

encouraging. When the neck of my project is complete, 

I’ve already glued one on and installed all the remaining 

parts. I’m now eagerly anticipating doing it again on 

mine. 

I guess I’m a luthier—one who repairs stringed 

instruments. 

template is simply locating the template notch 195mm from the 
top. Good grief. Must read everything twenty times.

How lucky did I get placing by eye? So, so in my furniture 
making world. The right one is about 1/16˝ high, the left is 3/16˝ too 
high. I have no idea what effect this will have. We’ll see. Perhaps 
one day I’ll make a new front. For now, onward. 

Sound holes—no notch
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I really like to turn natural edge bowls and vases. Each turning is 
quite unique as it’s unlikely that any two items will ever have 

the same shape at the rim due to the nature of wood. And the 
results can be quite pleasing as the rim undulates around the 
circumference. Also, if the bark stays intact, it imparts an earthy, 
organic feel to the piece. 

Almost all of my wood comes from my “backyard woods” or 
is harvested locally, meaning anywhere in New Hampshire. If cut 
in late fall or winter, it is likely that the bark will stay attached 
through the turning if you pay attention to the direction of cut 
with the chisels and gouges. One of my favorite wood is spalted 
maple, and I also use birch, ash, oak, cherry, apple, beech, mulberry, 
butternut and walnut. Some wood, however, just doesn’t grow big 
enough for turning a face grain bowl of any reasonable size and 
lilac is one of them. 

While pruning a lilac bush a while ago, I liked the contrast 
between the sapwood and hardwood and started to think about 
how I might create something from a rather small branch that 
shows off the beauty of the wood and results in a pleasing form. 

So I came up with a method to turn a natural edge, end grain 
vase from a small diameter branch, such that the diameter at the 
rim is several times larger than the diameter of the branch itself. 
Of course, this method, a different approach, can be applied to 
any size branch or log, so if you try it out, you don’t need to limit 
yourself to small branches. 

Wood Selection and Preparation
For this to work well, select a branch that is straight, of 

uniform diameter, and is a length that is a bit over three times the 
height of the finished vase. It’s tough for any tree to grow a branch 
of uniform diameter along it length, but the closer you can get to 
a cylinder the better off you will be. I started with a lilac branch 
which was about as straight as mother nature would allow.

Next, cut the branch into three equal lengths. If you bring 
them together stacked on their ends, you will obviously have a 

“hole” down the center. To eliminate this hole, we will cut two flats 
on each piece at a 60° angle so they can be glued together forming 
a solid “log” with no gaps.

Natural Edge Vasea d
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by tony immorlica
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With the wood on your bench, experiment with various arrangements. 
The goal is to have the end that will be the top of the vase have the best 
looking bark towards the outside. Also, you want the diameters at this end 
to match as closely as possible. I then mark these pieces and create a flat 
along the length of each piece. I made multiple passes along a jointer, but 
you can also use a band saw or tablesaw if you have a proper jig. Don’t 
even think about making band or tablesaw cuts without a jig—disaster will 
await you. I found the jointer safe if you take multiple small cuts until you 
establish a flat. You can then take bigger cuts to get the final desired size. 
The size of the flat will determine the size of the “petals” in the finished 
vase. As a minimum, the flat should be equal to or greater than the radius 
of the branch or else the pieces will not close up when the three are mated 
together. 

To make the 60° cuts, first set a marking gauge to that angle and make 
several parallel lines on the end grain using the flat you just cut as the 
baseline—Photo 1. The objective here is to find the line which, when 
cut, will result in both of the flats being nearly equal along the end grain 
dimension. You will need to do a little fudging here because it is unlikely 
that the branch is a perfect circle, but get as close as you can. Make a tic 
mark on the flat for the chosen line and then do the same on the other end. 
Connect the tic marks along the flat. This will be the line of cut as you can 
see in Photo 2.

After setting my tablesaw blade to 60°, I made a cut on a plywood sled 
which rides in the miter slot, forming a 60° angled edge on the sled. Next, 
I screwed the wood through the bottom of the sled, lining up the line of cut with 
the cut edge of the sled. Make sure the sled runs true and straight and make 
the cuts on each of the three branches—Photo 3. If necessary, you may 
want to run the cut edges through the jointer to get a perfectly flat glue 
surface. Re-check that the angles between the two flats are exactly 60°.

The final step in wood preparation is to glue the three pieces together. I 
applied Titebond III to the mating surfaces of two of the pieces and briskly 
rubbed them together to form a “rub joint.” Friction causes the glue to get 
tacky so the pieces will stay relatively in place. Repeat this for all the glue 
surfaces, check that all the glue joints are aligned and clamp the assembly. 
I used wide rubber bands at the ends and an old bicycle inner tube around 
the center as shown in Photo 4.

Photo 1—A flat has been cut along the length of the branch.

Photo 2—All marked out and ready to cut

Photo 3—Cutting the 60° flat using a jig on the tablesaw. The log 
is screwed to the sled through the bottom.

Photo 4—Make sure the apex of all three branches meet at a 
single point on both the ends of the glue-up.
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Mounting and Turning
Before mounting on the lathe between centers, I drilled a hole at the 

intersection of the three wood branches. This hole is sized slightly smaller 
in diameter than the center pin of the drive and tail centers you will use 
on your lathe. I did not want to stress the joint by pounding a pin or spur 
right into the glue lines. I use a steb drive center, but use whatever you like. 
Photo 5 shows the mounted piece ready for rough turning.

Next, I turned a tenon on what will be the bottom of the vase to fit my 
four jaw chuck. Since the wood is far from round and is quite unbalanced, 
I do most of the shaping between centers being careful to not disturb the 
bark on the part of the piece that will form the rim. It’s quite pleasant to 
see the shape evolve, as with any natural edge bowl. This is part of the fun 
of turning. Once you have the shape you want (Photo 6), remove the piece 
and mount it on the chuck for hollowing the inside.

I usually start hollowing by drilling a hole to the final depth. Then, I 
start at the circumference and turn the rim being careful to not damage 
what will form the “wings” of the vase. I used scrapers for most of the end 
grain hollowing, but use whatever works for you—Photo 7.

Parting off completes the vase. Be sure to come into the turning at a 
slight angle so the bottom is concave. On end grain, I usually stop the lathe 
just short of when the wood releases, and saw it off with a saw designed for 
trimming dowels (with teeth set on one side only). This is because the end 
grain sometimes tears out when the wood is cut through and can leave an 
unsightly hole.

Finishing
Lilac is a pleasure to turn, and it’s easy to sand to a fine polish. I use a 

disk sander to sand the wings, both inside and out, and strips of sandpaper 
to finish the body. The nice thing about a disk sander on the wings is that 
the grain will run in a circular fashion here so you do not get much cross 
grain scratching.

I sand the entire vase to 600 grit and then use a trick I learned from Gary 
Wood at a Guild meeting to burnish the wood. My back 40 acres borders 
on a beaver pond with lots of cat tail near the shore. Cut some dry stalks, 

make a short bundle about an 
inch in diameter and 6 inches 
long, and hold the ends to the 
wood while spinning at high 
rpm. I believe the stalks have 
fine silica in them and they 
impart a very nice polished 
sheen to a turning. Be careful 
if you use this technique on 
wood prone to burning, like 
cherry. Use a lighter touch 
and lower rpm with such 
woods.

My favorite bowl finish 
is shellac, and I apply a coat 
or two of Zinsser clear sealer 
followed by garnet shellac 
mixed from flakes and 
dissolved in Behlen’s Behkol 
solvent. The Zinsser is a two 
pound cut, and I mix my 
shellac to a four pound cut 

Photo 5—Mounted between centers for initial turning.

Photo 6—A tenon is turned on the bottom & the outside 
shape is completed.

Photo 7—Hollowed out vase ready for parting off.

Photo 8—Completed vase.

and then thin it just before use. I simply use a paper 
towel to apply the shellac, working quickly to avoid 
streaks. I sand using a 600 grit Abranet paper and 
finally apply a coat of ArborWax microcrystalline wax. 
Photo 8 shows the completed vase

All Done
That’s it! I’m sure there are many variations on 

this method you can try, using 4, 5 or 6 branches, 
making candlesticks and even turning along the face 
grain. Experiment and have fun. Just don’t discard 
those beautiful small branches of wood you find, and 
remember, it’s all about the wood. 
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The woodworkers of the past did not 

write down much about their trade 

and relied upon oral transmission. It is the 

rare time capsule that survives intact into 

modern times that gives us insight into the 

tools and methods of the past. On this side 

of the Atlantic we have the Dominy shop, 

which survived untouched into the 20th 

century. Charles Hummel’s With Hammer in 

Hand: The Dominy Craftsmen of East Hampton, 

New York, described how a family of furniture 

and clock makers just closed the door to a 

multi-generational shop leaving intact all the 

tools and equipment of their trade. It was 

later cataloged, dismantled and re-created 

as my favorite exhibit at the Winterthur 

museum. Joining Hummel’s masterwork is an 

expanded second edition of The Tool Chest of 

Benjamin Seaton: 1797. 

In England, Joseph Seaton purchased a 

set of tools in December 1796 for his 21 year 

old son Benjamin. To store this complete 

set of cabinetmaker’s tools, Benjamin built 

a chest with an elaborate veneered till from 

January to April 1797. For reasons unknown, 

he rarely used the tools and only a few show 

any signs of wear or use. It is speculated that 

he was too busy running the cabinetmaking 

business to take a hand in production. What 

is remarkable is not just that this chest 

survived with the tool collection intact, it 

is that Benjamin Seaton had also made an 

inventory of all the tools and the prices (in 

code) paid and that also survived! This is a 

remarkable artifact and document because it 

clearly shows us what constitutes a complete 

set of tools for an 18th century cabinetmaker 

in the age of Sheraton. It can answer many 

questions about how woodworkers of the 

past worked. For example, there are six 

handsaws stored on the underside of the 

chest lid. The recent hand saw revival has 

been informed by the study of these tools to 

answer the question of why did he need so 

many?

The chest was kept in the family until 

1910 when, with no sons to inherit, it 

was donated to the Guildhall Museum 

in Rochester, England. It was of sufficient 

value to the family that John Love Seaton 

began his 1903 will with: “I give to my said 

son Robert Cooper Seaton my father’s tool 

chest and tools…” In 1994 the chest made 

the trip across the ocean for an exhibit 

at Colonial Williamsburg. In 2008, Kaare 

Loftheim made a replica for the annual 

woodworking symposium at Williamsburg. 

This second edition has added material about 

the building of the replica and with many 

drawings and photographs of the details.

This is a fascinating look into the past 

with material that you may have never seen 

before. There was at least one ˝whatsit˝ 

tool for me. There is a bolting iron which 

is an early lock mortise chisel—though I 

might never have come to that conclusion. 

Examination of the planes found that the 

wood choice was of a poor quality beech 

with evidence of wild grain and it was 

speculated that it might even be branch 

wood! Finally, there was also confirmation 

that even 200 years ago woodworkers 

were willing to pay a premium price for 

good tools. 

book review by Joe barry

The Tool Chest of Benjamin Seaton: 1797, 2nd Edition by The Tools and Trades History 
Society. ISBN: 978-0-947673-21-5 $34.95 from Tools for Working Wood

The Tool Chest 
of Benjamin Seaton: 1797

Reproduction of the Seaton chest built by the 
cabinetmakers at Colonial Williamsburg—
courtesy of Kari Hultman.

Available from: Astragal Press—astragalpress.com or Tools for Working Wood—toolsforworkingwood.com
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I love clock movements—if it ticks I want to know more 

about it. I can’t remember a time that I wasn’t fascinated 

by all that is detailed, intricate or complex, which is why 

veneering became a passion early in my career. After 22 

years of 17th and 18th century furniture making in England, I 

moved to the United States and was new to the New England 

woodworking arena.

And so it was in 2010 that I was invited to become a guest 

artist by the New Hampshire Furniture Masters Association. 

I was to present a piece that would be juried by seasoned 

members and then featured at their 2011 annual auction.

Now I can’t remember the last time I had the opportunity 

to make a purely speculative piece, and to say that I was 

excited at the prospect would be an understatement. From the 

outset, I knew that I wanted to make a clock, but I also knew 

that it had to be something special—something different. And 

although my heart lies with all that is traditional, I was also 

becoming attuned to the fact that New England has some 

particularly discerning contemporary connoisseurs, so it was 

important to acknowledge and incorporate a present-day 

ambiance into the piece too.

I began my research and 

sketching in earnest, and as the 

weeks progressed, Elliette started to 

take shape in my mind and on paper. 

Several renditions later, I eventually 

decided on three key elements 

that would serve to combine both 

traditional and contemporary 

design concepts that would make 

Elliette truly unique.

A Modern Day 
Historical Clock

by Gary armStronG
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Returning to my love of all things intricate, my decision to 

incorporate Tunbridge ware into the making of Elliette came 

from my deep rooted sense of traditional historical design. 

It is my experience that not many woodworkers outside of 

Britain are familiar with this form of artistry, so I am always 

eager to share the history as well as the time-honored making 

technique.

The earliest recorded maker of decorative Tunbridge ware 

was named Jordon. He established workshops in 1685 in the 

small spa town of Tunbridge Wells in Kent, England and his 

work became so well known and sought after that by the early 

1700s his work was being produced in London under the name 

of Tunbridge Ware. From the 1680s to the 1850s, Tunbridge 

ware was typically decorated with marquetry and parquetry. 

The pattern used for the wood turnings on the Elliette clock is 

known as the tessellated mosaic technique, first invented by 

James Burrows in 1820.

The Burrows family took over the Jordon family business 

in around 1740 and were most active in the first half of the 

eighteenth century. They were renowned for enjoying the 

patronage of young Princess Victoria, a frequent visitor to the 

town with her mother the Duchess of Kent, where she used to 

buy articles of Tunbridge ware as gifts for her family. In 1826 

the town’s inhabitants decided to present Princess Victoria 

A traditional old-world escapement 
time keeper unites elegant figuring of 

English walnut and Canadian maple burl, 
culminating in an exquisite reminder of Old 
Father Time.

Inspired by the Thomas Tompian 17th 
century period of fine English clockmakers, 
this exclusive time keeper was stirred by my 
heritage, alongside a passion for timepieces.

Glimpses of the Franz Hermle eight day 
triple-chime movement can be seen through 
the 1,020 intricate diamond-pierced hood 
and pinched waist case. Colored veneers 
compliment the elaborate Tunbridge ware 
capped columns and parquetry face.

Made from English walnut burl and 
Canadian maple burl, the clock dimensions 
are 13.5 inches deep, 21 inches wide, and 
93.5 inches high.

I̋n 1826 the town’s inhabitants 

decided to present Princess 

Victoria with a specially made 

example of the local industry, a 

king-wood work table.̋



24 Winter 2013—Vol 5 No 2

with a specially made example of the local industry, a king-

wood work table. It was veneered with woods from every part 

of the globe and lined with gold tufted satin.

Tunbridge ware achieved its ultimate celebrity during 

the reign of William and Mary, for towards the end of the 

17th century the term Tunbridge ware had been adopted by 

specialists of this work in London. Her Majesty Queen Mary 

was also an avid collector.

Burrows early tessellated patterns were simple geometrical 

designs which were cut and laid side by side to form a strip, 

square or block of patterns. The block method involves joining 

different colored slivered wedges of wood together, and then 

thinly slicing them horizontally, turning each slice clockwise 

to face the counterpart color, and recombining to create a 

repeating checkered pattern. 

Tunbridge ware was often used in English grandfather 

clock making during the 19th century, and I was keen to 

incorporate the wonder of this craftsmanship into Elliette, 

linking the clock to her English heritage. The Tunbridge ware is 

one of my favorite features of Elliette, holding by far the most 

historic interest. You can find out more about Tunbridge ware 

at tunbridgewellsmuseum.org.

Jumping ahead a few centuries, I was cognizant of 

introducing a contemporary aspect into the clock design. 

One of the wonders of a clock is indeed the movement, and 

it always seems a shame that it is usually hidden behind 

the clock case and hood. Since the movement that I had 

selected for Elliette was one of the best German manufactured 

movements available in the clock making industry today (a 

Franz Hermle eight-day triple-chime weighted movement), I 

decided to showcase it, rather than keep it hidden. 

To achieve this, I cut 1,020 diamond-shaped piercings into 

the long case and hood, as well as placed a viewing glass in 

the hood so that the movement can be monitored. The front of 

the long case features a circular window where the pendulum 

can be seen swinging back and forth, as well as alerting the 

owner to the dropping of the weights, indicating the need to 

wind the clock on the seventh day. 

The true modern-day feature however comes in the 

form of the inset decorative LED lighting, snugly secured 

within the case, which when lit reflects the brassware inside, 

showering hundreds of diamond-shaped twinkling lights on 

its surroundings—a truly magical sight.
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Lastly, I wanted an opportunity to experiment with a 

parquetry face, using veneers that emulated a rich bronze 

palette to create the effect of a brass face. Using a combination 

of Myrtle burl, figured Anigre, English Sycamore, Satinwood, 

and Ebony veneers, the clock face features both traditional 

roman numerals as well as the 24 hour clock. 

Selecting roman numerals for the clock face led to some 

interesting research about the use of the number IV versus IIII 

in the clock making industry. It is believed that the numeric IIII 

brings more symmetry and balance to the dial, offsetting the 

heavy VIII on the adjacent side. Sundials dated pre-nineteenth 

century typically feature four numerals.

Interestingly however, Big Ben, the famous clock tower 

landmark in London carries the numeral IV. Constructed in 

1858, it is one of a handful of rare examples of this style used in 

Britain during this time period.

Sharing the nature of the conceptual ideas and historical 

input of a piece helps the owner to understand where the 

clock originated from; how it was inspired and ultimately how 

it came to be. Although each individual technique, feature or design 

aspect is not necessarily unique, the combination of such concepts is 

what creates a truly unique design, and it is this unique combination 

that awards Elliette with the coveted and exclusive one-off commission 

status. 

Elliette presented a unique opportunity to bridge the past and 

present in craftsmanship for me. Her history showcases the famous 

17th century clockmaker Thomas Tompian in her overall design, Jordon 

and Burrows in her Tunbridge ware, third generation family owned 

clock movement makers Franz Hermle in her movement, and the 

historical method of parquetry veneering dating back to 1684. Her 

present utilizes modern day technology such as the updated clock 

movement and contemporary interior lighting features.

A grandfather clock is a traditional old-world escapement 

timekeeper, and without doubt a future heirloom. In order to maintain 

an accurate record of Elliette, the Portsmouth, NH owners were 

presented with a one-off edition book, detailing the manufacture of 

the clock from start to finish. The movement’s serial number, clock 

dimensions, materials and veneers used, date commenced and 

completed, making hours, and the maker details were all included 

as well as photographs of the making process, and a certificate of 

authenticity. Serving as a representative historical record of Elliette, it is 

a valuable keepsake for future generations. 
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by DaviD lamb

Lambovich IV

The 4th collaborative piece by David Lamb and James Aponovich.
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I have frequently contemplated the emotional beauty 
and impact that music can have on the listener. I have 

attempted to duplicate the same effect visually. Perhaps 
it’s an impossible task, but the attempt should still be 
made. Think of this piece in terms of music. It’s not just 
a simple tune or even complex melody. It’s rather more 
like a concerto with separate, yet unifying movements.

Utilizing the broad reach of a collaborative made 
this idea easier to compose. The piece as presented can 
show two distinct, yet related personalities. Most often 
when major pieces are designed they are developed 
with a continuous, similar theme. Yes, frequently 
there are different aspects that we are presented 
such as with secretary-desks often showing an open, 
involved element, and a closed, secured element. The 
White Mountain Breakfront goes beyond this. This piece 
of furniture represents the most extensive, developed 
piece yet, personally and in the collaborative Lambovich 
series.

This is a composition using the textures of 
carvings, geometric patterns, exceptional material, and 
contrasting woods. Overlay this with a profusion of 
color and richness of detail from the paintings. All this 
happens while both artists develop their collaborative 
composition using the winter theme, New Hampshire’s 
natural beauty and human heritage and history. All 
these things are special in their own right, yet have been 
tied together to speak of one place.

There are many aspects in the details of the 
carvings, the veneer work and general scope that are 
a direct reflection of my lifetime living and working 
in New Hampshire. Subjects in the paintings are also 
personal and reflective of James Aponovich, also a New 
Hampshire native. While the opportunity to receive 

such a commission is a lifetime goal, the opportunity to tell the story of 
New Hampshire and in a deeper way, my own story was monumental.

From the beginning the general vision of this piece was clear. The idea 
was born while at an arts conference at the Mt. Washington Hotel in 
2008. As a furniture maker, it doesn’t take a long time to be inspired by 
the grandeur of the hotel with its high ceilings, colonnades and elegant 
details. One step out on the grand porch brings you face to face with 
Mt. Washington and the Presidential Range.

Not only is this location stunningly beautiful, it is also very rugged 
and extreme. It is home to the “world’s worst weather” and home to the 
internationally known 19th century White Mountain School of Painting.

These elements, grandeur, elegance, ruggedness and beauty became the 
baseline for the breakfront. The form, breakfront, a large complex cabinet 
with a stepped front plane, seemed to be the best answer for a large space. 
It was originally intended to suggest the piece for the hotel itself, this is 
what drove the idea for an 8´ wide, 9´ tall piece. I felt for the greatest 
impact I wanted a form that was familiar and comfortable, yet visually 
challenging and innovative. That said, I felt the next major aspect of the 
design was to veneer the upper doors in the frost pattern. The frost idea was 
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to be a nod to the mountains and the extreme weather 
ever present there with its incessant winds, rime ice and 
snow. This design of frost using birch veneers was first 
conceived for this piece—the first frost experiment and 
exploration was written for The Journal in the Winter 
2012 issue, Birch Fractal-Paladian Frost Demi-lune.

The next major visual component was to have my 
collaborator, James Aponovich create an exceptionally 
large landscape painting of the Presidential Range to 
be placed behind these upper doors. James also wanted 
small inset ovals on each of the four lower doors and 
one in the pediment, as in Lambovich I. The primary 

Telling a story through carvings. First the drawing 

out of the ideas are transferred to the stock, a nice 

unfigured dense mahogany. The assemblage of the 

carvings are applied on a separate poplar frame built for 

the frieze just above the doors. The NH aspects are read left 

to right with the left end being the seacoast with references 

to seafood and Strawbery Banke;—The (left front) native 

American with tamarack, a Canterbury-found clay pot, 

native squash and a canoe—The central panel signifies 

the importance of the great forested interior focusing on 

the White Mts., Franconia Notch and Mt. Chocorua, and 

the prolific birch, pine and maple. Right front—Agriculture 

with maple sugaring and apple orchards—and on the right 

end, Industry with “wheels of progress” gears and flat belt 

pulley’s referencing the Amoskeag Mills and John A. White 

Machine Works, the oak leaves symbolize the strengths 

this aspect played in the states development. These carved 

panels are very much inspired from my personal interests.

wood was to be mahogany to present an air of formality and in combination 
with the birch veneer work to be an historical nod to New Hampshire’s 
furniture making accomplishments in early 19th century Portsmouth and 
seacoast area.

So the design sat in a folder until 2011. On a bright March day, the evaporator 
wafting sweet steam out of the cupola, I was showing my friends, Tom 
Silvia and Shannon Chandley, the process of making maple syrup. They 
had also come to see the shop and explore the possibility of a commission. 
We talked, and looked through the portfolio and then the question was 
presented to me, What would you like to do? Well, that question got 
the whole adventure going. Soon we set up a meeting with the patrons, 
cabinetmaker and painter. All sorts of ideas start flying around when the 
three parties are present.

It should be clearly noted that the influence of the patrons is very 
significant. Honestly, the magic and license to go all out and to be as 
expressive as you can is a true gift. That is what this project was.

The conversation evolved and solidified the winter theme. James 
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This is the life of the party. Extraordinary material—highly figured Cuban 

mahogany and crotch birch veneers. This grouping shows the acquisition of 

material from the woods at Shaker Village, just saplings when I was a kid.

The inspiration of the design and its design 

development from photo to layout to taped-

up initial cuts.

Drying the veneer in a stack of single faced 

corrugated cardboard, blow-dried.

Laying out the individual patterns on the 

veneer, maximizing material.

The final assembly with flush mullions cut in. Janet Lamb applying shellac and watching the colors pop. 

The finished doors show the variations of colors present from the various cuts. This all plays into the 

effect of polarity and density differentials in the frost. Interestingly, this also reminds me of monarch 

butterfly wing patterns. Nature repeats itself in myriad ways.
photo by elizabeth aponovich
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presented various aspects of NH—the seacoast, interior, 
agriculture and industry. I was going to veneer the 
frieze above the doors when the patrons suggested 
a New Hampshire timeline be carved because of both 
the expansion of the NH theme and they wanted 
to see more carving. The timeline idea became my 
interpretation of the NH aspects, what they meant 
to me. I added one more, the Native American. You 
can’t speak of NH knowing names like Pemigewasset, 
Amoskeag and Winnepesaukee abound in our state 
without thinking where these names came from.

The biggest challenge—the upper doors and frosted 
veneer work. The vision for these doors was to capture 
the emotional appeal of the sunrise just peaking over 
the mountains and illuminating the frost in a glorious 
golden glow with the faceted nature of the frost crystals, 
reflecting the light in various shades and intensities. 
This could easily be its own article. The complexities are 
obvious. The effect is mysterious, the challenges great, 
the solutions creative, the material rare. It allowed me 
to come up with a few intriguing ways to handle design 
problems and process challenges. Each door has over 
100 pieces of crotch birch veneer, and many joints. 
Each door is asymmetrical in its layout pattern. There 
are no book-matched doors as the veneers are all sawn 
which unfortunately means considerable waste. Each 
door face has no duplicate piece, yet all four doors use 
the same patterns, but in mirrored fashion.

I spent considerable time developing a layout 

Complexity for simplicity. This sampling 

of joinery shows what can be involved 

to make something look fluid and clean. Most 

all the joinery is blind and will never be seen 

beyond this documentation. The important 

piece of this is the presentation, not how 

complicated it is. You do what it takes. The base, 

although a smaller proportion of the whole 

thing, was very time consuming to produce.

pattern. Asymmetry was a must in order to capture the effect that natural 
ice crystals present when grown on glass. There also had to be a great variety 
of sizes for the same purpose. A fractal approach was appropriate where it 
appears that smaller versions of the other larger ones were emerging from 
the larger patterns.

Much of the feel and presentation look of the frost was developed from 
looking at and photographing countless frost covered windows. There were 
trends that seemed prominent such as the crystalline growth emerging from 
the corners or along side the muntins and mullions. The growth was always 
from the bottom and moving up and the formation always most dense at 
the base or the beginning edges. The other major decision was to have all 

David Lamb is a founding 

member of the Guild of NH 

Woodworkers and the NH 

Furniture Masters Association. 

He is the current NH Artist 

Laureate. James Aponovich is a 

Lifetime Fellow of the State Arts 

Council and former NH Artist 

Laureate. This is their fourth 

collaboration together.
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The crown piece. Lots of time here. This part also utilized a separate 

frame work that coordinates with the frieze frame just below it. 

The large double coved molding was challenging and required special 

jigging to hold the stock while machining on the shaper. Each piece of 

mahogany was about 6˝ high and required quite a knife for the shaper 

just for the lower cove. Once milled, birch and the Cuban was laid out in 

a very balanced way (visually) and each piece was cut and fit to form a 

sequence. The mahogany was uninterrupted from end to end to show 

this continuity. Also critical is the exact spacing needed with the veneer 

work for the planned mitering. There was one shot to do it, otherwise 

you must start over. After pieced, the veneers are taped then glued in 

the vacuum bag, carefully monitored while the bag settled onto the 

stock, no slipping 

allowed.

my angled components, cuts and joints based on 15 
degrees. This was chosen mostly because of its appealing 
appearance. It is also a most practical choice because 
I also used multiples of it and it is easily divisible, so 
I could make variations easily. Coincidentally, a snow 
flake crystal has six sides, each angle being 60°, perfectly 
divisible by 15°. 

This general pattern, once determined, was laid out 
full size on paper. I next photocopied, yes photocopied, 
samples of my actual material to accurately layout what 
I had to use. I also had to make sure I had enough of 
everything—no waste allowed.

Because this material has to be self-procured—not 
commercially available—thus I cannot just order 
more over the phone. The supply is not generous. This 
photocopy method I devised allowed full exploration in 
various combinations without sacrificing any material. 
I took full account of my stock and treated each piece 
with extreme care and utilized it fully.

Once the pattern was laid out, the procedure was 
color coded to assist the assembly order and subsequent 
cuts. Several copies of the pattern, 20˝x36˝ were made. 
These were kept for visual reference and to cut and paste 
to the corresponding selected veneers. The veneers were 
rough cut to size on the bandsaw allowing for trimming.

Once pieces were paired and joined they were glued 
and taped edge to edge. This process continued until 
the entire panel was created—four times. After cross-
banding the mahogany edged substrate, the entire glue-
up was slid into the vacuum bag with multiple double 
checks for alignment. After scraping and leveling the 
cured door faces, the “windows” were routed and inlaid. 
These doors represent a large aspect of the time spent on 
this piece. They also represent one of the largest visual 
impacts.

The birch was found at Canterbury Shaker Village. 
After my brother Steve and I cut the trees down, 
we realized they were saplings when we arrived in 
Canterbury in 1972. They became 18˝ trees in that 
time. My friend Jack Evans cut each crotch open on 
his band saw mill and then made 4˝ thick billets from 
the keepers. After trimming as much waste as possible, 
the billets were resawn and sanded to 1/16˝ veneers. I 
had hundreds of sheets that then had to be dried with 
a stack system I devised using corrugated cardboard 
with a fan blowing air through the stack. Moisture was 
monitored frequently.

The lower cabinet presented the opportunity to utilize 
the space for another purpose. Behind the central 
doors is a full chest of drawers flanked by carvings of 
milkweed stocks with dried pods and emerging seeds. 
This is what you would find in early winter.

The upper cabinet has adjustable shelves behind the 
doors. The central pair of doors are actually hinged to 
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The carved flourish adorning the top of the breakfront is a cluster of 

woodbine (morning glory) leaves and flowers. Woodbine is chosen partly 

to represent the tenacity and perseverance a project like this takes. The three 

flowers represent the three parties responsible for creating this work—the 

patrons, the painter and the cabinetmaker. This grouping is carved from a single 

block of mahogany.

the large painted central panel which is also a door itself. 
This allows the space to be accessible.

Structurally it is more than meets the eye, complexity 
lurks behind the veneers and details. My interest was 
not to show how cleaver my joinery skills are, but rather 
to use those skills to present a seemingly straightforward 
yet sophisticated design, where the proportions, line 
and pattern of veneers and materials are the priority.

The carved flourish above the pediment was also part of 
the original intent. While somewhat vague in my mind, 
I decided to attain elegance through simplicity. Each 
cluster of leaves is a carving in a single piece of wood. 
The top cluster has three flowers—morning glories (or 
native woodbine). The flowers represent the patrons, 
painter and cabinetmaker. The top central painted inset 
accomplishes the same goal yet has a maple leaf for each 
of the patrons and makers. The four upward sweeping 
members are laminations that are shaped to minimize 
their rigidity and emphasize grace and lightness.

There is much more that could be said of this piece 
of furniture as it was well over a year’s work for me 
and similar for James. When standing back, looking 
at the finished product when on display at the Currier 
Museum, a great sense of accomplishment was felt.

My wife, Janet, played a huge role in this project. 
All design ideas were passed-by her for reactions. 
She frequently had great suggestions for the many 
challenges presented. Also, the visual-effect of the 
colors and surface refinement, all the shellac work, 
rubbing, and waxing was done by her capable hands. 
This contribution was huge. 
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Carving tends to be an intimating endeavor for most 
craftspeople to undergo. The investment in the tooling, 

judging the grain in various directions, sharpening the complex 
curvatures of each tool and, the biggest issue, achieving a sense 
of life into each carving can be very cumbersome. Along with all 
of those challenges, carving has no mechanical advantage to the 
integrity of the piece.

Why carve? To me, carving represents an opportunity to 
express my creative voice and give my work a heightened sense 
of elegance. Say we are going to make a small tilt top table with 
a pedestal base. As we turn the column to add structure to this 
table, we run into a design opportunity. Although a smooth 
tapered column will have a pleasant simplistic form, now add 
some winding ivy up the column and now the pedestal table has 

turned into something unique. This uniqueness, if well executed, 
provides an artful design that turns a direct piece of furniture into 
a timeless heirloom. 

One more thing before I get into the details. Look at carving 
just like you would approach any woodworking task. When you 
first picked up a dull chisel or made a square tapered leg, you 
broke down the procedure into parts. Then began to experiment 
with each until you grasped the rhythm to comfortable execute 
the real thing. Carving is no different. Your passion will dictate 
your determination to succeed!

Carving the maple leaves on my table was a tedious venture 
but an exciting procedure. If the precision in the leaves lacked in 
any dimension the overall effect would be an eye sore. Yikes!

The first task was the conceptual drawing. This is by far the 

Carving Nature

by GreG broWn

photo by bill truslow
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most intimating part of the whole thing. How do I express 
my vision into a tangible reality that’s well thought out and 
congruent with the limitations of the species I’m working with? 
My conceptual theory for this piece was the pay homage to the 
old pneumatic factory I work out of, Lindsay Workshops, as well 
as make a true New England table. Just outside my carving bench, 
there is a path that leads to an old sugar maple forest. I knew then 
that my species would be sugar maple. I then began to create an 
organic representation of growth, Lindsay Maple. 

As I began to develop the rigorous engineering of this piece 
and balance my conceptual carving around my mechanics, the 
maple leaves were always pressing on my mind. How do I carve 
them? Can I carve them? Will it work? Well, there’s a time and a 
place to throw a Hail Mary! Either way, you’ll never know if you 
don’t try. 

When it came time to carve the leaves, I went back to the 
source of my inspiration. I then began to pick leaves off the trees 
to really captivate what a sugar maple leaf looks like. When I 
gathered my leaves, I went back to the shop and began to draw a 
leaf to my liking that would fit my table. 

Now that the drawing was complete I needed to find a way 
to execute it. I would run into too many short grain issues if I 
attempted to sculpt the leaves out of a single block. I decided to 
glue them in two segments on a right angle. This would allow me 
to work the parts separately as well as provide a more structured 
carving.

First issue, the leaves need to look alive. When I was picking 
the leaves in the forest, there very flexible and almost velvety how 
they can conform to a strong wind or resting on a rock. I needed 
to cope my blank to the tendrils attached to the top. This gives 
the leave almost a human presence like a hand grasping onto the 
top. The dish in the top also aids in the visual. Coping the pieces 
was very challenging since they were compounded and needed to 
nest properly to the tendrils.
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Once the pieces have been coped, I bandsawed out the design 
and glued the two segments together. The glue surface was small, 
so I made sure to keep the blank clamped up for 24 hrs. 

Now the fun part—carving some life into the leaves. Since 
I decided to glue up the leaf in two parts it also availed me a 
clamping surface. I worked the stem section smartly and was able 
to clamp it adequately using a small C-Clamp. From there, I just 
began to carve what moved me and let my imagination run. Once 
this section was burnished, I started to carve the top of the leaf.

This is where the patience comes in. In nature, no two things 
are the same. So, I decided, there should be no reason for all of 
the leaves to be the same. Each leaf was carved in varying poses to 
add another level of vibrancy.

Once the leaves have been carved, the last thing to do is 
undercut the leaves to give them an airy lightness. This is another 
thing to be patient with since now the leaves will be quite delicate. 
Any sudden slips or hard pushes might break integral parts of the 
leaves. The tools will need to be stropped constantly. 

I then finished the table and the leaves separately. When I was 
finishing the table I left spots bear where the leaves were going 
to be applied to offer some glue surface. Finishing was another 
challenging task due to the severe grain shift in the glued up leaf. 
I ended up having to add 7 layers of light coloring to homogenize 
the color of the leaves. If this wasn’t done, the bear coloration 
would distract the viewer from the overall scheme. 

Now the leaves are ready for application. I used a similar 
technique as my 17th century mentor Gringling Gibbons. I 
simply pinned the leaves in place. I used hard wood tooth picks—
Diamond brand is the only American made hard wood picks. The 
picks come square which prevents any problems with hydraulics. 
I then drilled holes in specific areas to set the leaf in place. My 
application captured a vast amount of light and shadow which 
defined my carved intentions.

The table is done and it’s time to breathe. Each part of my 
procedure had a series of steps, all of which were complex and 
taken on separately.

As I began my normal routine 
every morning getting into the shop 
I noticed something in the corner of 
my eye on my maple table. I began 
to wonder what joke the crew at 
Lindsay was playing on me before I 
arrived. As I crept closer to see what 
was lodged in my table, the object 
moved—and grabbed onto my table. 
After I came down from my minor 
heart attack, I was witness to a New 
England grey tree frog making my 
table his new home. After the guys 
in the shop confirmed that I wasn’t 
dreaming, the tree frog stayed 

nestled in my table for two straight days. It was truly amazing! 
When you reach a point when you’re willing to accept 

consequence, good or bad, and invest all you have, sometimes 
you get lucky and even nature says Thanks! 
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by Kari Hultman

Like any task in woodworking, cutting rabbets by hand can be 
done a number of ways. It’s all about stock removal. How you 

get there is a matter of choice and the tools you have in your shop.
I’m building simple storage boxes which will be glued at 

rabbeted corners. I tried a few different ways to cut them and 
settled on the following because it was relatively fast, accurate, 
and enabled me to play with a variety of hand tools.

First, I scored deep lines with my slicing gauge, outlining the 
section of wood that needed to be removed. The deep line created 
a crisp starting point for the shoulders on the inside and outside 
of the rabbet.

Next, I chamfered a relief at the far end of the rabbet to 
prevent tearout during the next step.

I shaved a shallow trench along the scored lines with my plow 
plane. This channel provided a guide for my crosscut saw. 

I sawed the near and far corners of the rabbet to final depth 
and then, tipping the handle up a bit, I used the front few teeth of 
the saw to cut the inside shoulder of the rabbet. I leveled the saw 
for the last few passes until I reached the final depth. 

I found that, rather than taking full passes with the saw from 

the very beginning, angling the handle up made it easier to steer 
the saw and keep the teeth close to the shoulder. 

The saw kerf provided a nice stop cut for the next move. 
Working from the edge of the board toward the stop cut, I used a 
chisel and mallet to remove most of the waste. Be careful here if 
your grain isn’t straight. The piece you’re removing will follow the 
grain and may dip below your layout line.

When I was very close to the scored line on the edge of the 
board, I cleaned up the rabbet with a shoulder plane.

This method worked very well, but if you don’t have a plow 
plane to cut the channel for your handsaw, you can clamp a board 
to your workpiece to use as a saw guide, or you can remove a sliver 
of wood by sliding a chisel along the scored line.

If you don’t have a shoulder plane for the final passes, you can 
finish the entire cut with a chisel if you’re careful. 

As another alternative, you might just happen to remember—
after you’ve cut all the joinery, of course—that you own a really 
nice moving fillister plane with skewed blade and nicker which 
would make quick work of the same task. 

Cutting Rabbets
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Score deep lines to mark the shoulders on the inside (face) 
and outside (end grain) of the rabbet.

A chamfer at the far end of the rabbet prevents tearout 
when using hand planes.
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The channel made by a plow plane provides a guide for the 
hand saw.

Tipping the handle up and using the first few teeth of the 
saw seemed to make it easier to cut & keep the saw on track.

The last few passes with the saw are level with the board.

Working from the edge of the board toward the saw kerf, use 
a chisel & mallet to remove the majority of the waste.

This was just the first pass with the chisel. Chips can be 
removed very quickly.

When you are close to the line, clean up the cut with a 
shoulder plane.
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This bold arm is seen often on early bannister-back chairs and 

other early to mid 18th century New England chairs. The stock 

can be 2˝ or larger depending on the amount of curve the arm takes 

as it approaches the front.

• The shape is sketched on the stock—Photo 1. The outside curl 

is a larger diameter than the inside, as seen on the top view—

Photo 2. The outside curves in on itself and so is compressed—

Photo 3.

• With an 8-20 gouge or larger, follow the outside of the volute 

curve around the arm—Photo 4. Then follow the inside with a 

smaller gouge, 9-10 or 11-7—Photo 5.

• With a straight chisel, ramp the volute down from the center 

in a descending spiral towards the body of the arm—Photo 6. 

Then re-draw the volute and re-cut the inside—Photo 7.

• With a large 8 gouge, re-cut the outside of the volute to the line 

around the front of the arm.

• With the same gouge or larger, round over the front of the arm 

all the way around—Photo 8, 9.

• Using a large gouge with an inside bevel, transition the arm top 

into the long section—Photo 10.

• Continue the rounding and hollowing cuts around the arm and 

underneath to meet the underside of the arm—Photo 11.

• With a small gouge, clean up the center of the volute. Use the 

wing of the gouge to reach into the bottom of the cut to get a 

clean arc from the rim to the bottom—Photo 12.

• Clean up the end grain section of the volute underneath the 

arm with a large back bent or 7 with an inside bevel—Photo 13.

A rasp or fine half round file will clean up the facets nicely. 

Transition the arm top shape and carry it back to the chair post. Make 

sure to leave an inch or two for the joint in the rear post. Do that joint 

first, then mark the arm post round tenon on the underside of the 

arm and then drill it closer to the front end of the arm by at least an 

eighth so there’s pressure pushing the arm towards the rear post to 

ensure a good fit. 

Carving a Ram’s Horn Arm

by al breeD

1 2 3

New England William 
& Mary bannister-back 
arm chair with a ram’s 
horn arm
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There are some simple techniques for 
embellishing your veneered work with 

a contrasting stringing. Stringing is an easy 
way to add some depth and elegance to 
any project. Traditionally this is done with 
a variety of hand tools to cut the grooves. 
I like to speed up the process by using a 
trim router. 

For our purposes here, I designed a 
sample inlay that features each of the kinds 
of lines you would likely encounter in a 
stringing project—lines that are parallel to 
the edges, lines that are at an angle to the 
edges, segments of circles and lines that are 
neither straight nor a circle (in this case 
a segment of a french curve). With these 
techniques, you should be able to tackle 
any project that incorporates stringing.

It is easy enough to make stringing in 
the shop but I prefer to buy it ready made 
and spend my time doing the inlaying 
which I find much more enjoyable.

My favorite source for stringing is 
Matt Furjanic at inlaybanding.com. He 

has an extensive supply of ebony and holly 
stringing as well as various inlay bandings 
and some nice clear, solid pieces of holly. 
He also sells the tiny router bits that you 
will need to rout out the grooves. I typically 
use 1/16˝ stringing for my furniture projects 
but for this small box top I decided to use 
the 1/32˝ stuff, as I was afraid that the 1/16˝ 
would look too heavy.

To start, it is very important to secure the work 
piece. If it is a large piece such as a table top 
or cabinet door, you can just clamp it to 
the workbench but in this instance I will 
be working over the entire top, so I built 
a cradle by screwing some scrap pieces to 
the bench top and fastening the box with 
some small wooden wedges. Once the 
piece is secure you can contemplate the 
blank canvas and lay out the design.

I start with a full size drawing to work 
out the details and then transfer the lines 
to the box top using a combination square, 
a compass for the arcs and a french curve 

for the elongated curved line. I find it 
helpful to use a white charcoal pencil for 
my layout lines when working with darker 
veneers (such as this east indian rosewood) 
as a regular pencil line is quite hard to see 
when you are routing.

Once the layout is complete, take a 
minute to look everything over and make 
sure it is all in place. You will be relying 
heavily on these lines once you start to 
work so it pays to be pretty precise.

The first set of lines I tackle are the ones that 
run parallel to the edges. These will be the 
easiest to rout as it can be done with a 
simple fence set up. I am using a Bosch 
trim router but any small router will do. 
The key is to have a base with a large 
enough cut-out to allow you to easily see 
what you are cutting. I have also outfitted 
my router with a small flexible LED light 
that really helps with the detail work. It is 
just taped on with masking tape—pretty 
low-tech but surprisingly effective! As for 

Embellishing Veneered Work

by oWain HarriS
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the fence, I just use the one that came 
with the router but I do make one slight 
modification. I attach an auxiliary fence 
with double sided tape to the face so that 
there is no longer a gap in it. This prevents 
the fence from diving into the corner of 
the work piece as you approach the edge. 
So with the fence and router set up, it’s 
time to rout.

If you have one of those fancy new 
Dewalt plunge trim routers, this would be 
the perfect use for it. But it is easy enough 
to tip the bit into the wood. Just fire up 
the router, set the fence against the edge 

of the piece with one side of the base tight 
to the top and slowly lower it into the cut.

I like to start about a 1/4˝ or so ahead 
of an intersection and then carefully back 
up to the corner. Then work your way to 
the opposite intersection. It is important 
to move slowly. Not only will you get a 
better cut, but when working with these 
tiny bits it is very easy to snap them. Once 
you get to the intersection, tip the router 
back out before turning it off. Repeat this 
procedure for any lines that are parallel to 
the edges. For this design, that required 
me to reset the fence a few times, but if 

you are just doing a simple border, it will 
only be one setup.

Next I go after the straight lines that are 
not parallel to the edge. There are a few 
ways to deal with these but the method 
I find the easiest is to use a straightedge 
template and a rub collar (or bushing). It 
doesn’t really matter what size collar you 
use as long as it is large enough to allow 
you to see the work piece as you rout. To 
set up these cuts, I attach a straightedge 
with some double sided tape. Remember 
that it needs to be offset from the line you 
intend to rout by half the outside diameter 
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of your bushing. The routing process here 
is the same as before but because of the 
reduced visibility, I will usually stay short 
of the end of the cut and then finish it by 
hand. This is where the LED light really 
comes in handy.

The last routing I do are the lines that are not 
straight but also not part of a circle. In this case 
it is just the one that I already know is a 
section from a french curve. To rout this, 
I make a template by tracing the section 
of curve onto a piece of 1/4˝ mdf or baltic 
birch (again, remember to offset the layout 
for the rub collar) and then cut it out on 
the bandsaw and clean it up on the spindle 
sander. Then the operation is the same as 
before.

The final set of lines I do by hand with a radius 
cutter. For a previous inlay project, I had 
built a radius cutter myself using parts 
from a trammel point set. I ground the 
cutter from a section of band saw blade, 
copying the geometry of the Lie-Nielsen 
set. It worked okay but had some flex in 
it that caused the point of the cutter to 
wander a bit. If you plan to make one 
yourself, I recommend using thicker stock 
than I did, or better yet, some metal rods. 
I ended up stopping at Lie-Nielsen the last 
time I was up in Maine and picking up 
their radius cutter. It is a beautiful, well 
made tool (as they all are!) and a joy to use. 
I highly recommend it. 

Whichever route you go, the process 
is the same. In my design the pivot point 
for both circle segments falls inside a line 
I had already routed so I could put the 
point directly on the surface without fear 
of damaging the veneer. If this is not an 
option, I use a small piece of 1/8˝ baltic 
birch stuck down with some double sided 
tape as a guard. The Lie-Nielsen cutter 
comes with a shorter pin that can be used 
for this application so that the thickness of 
your guard doesn’t cause the cutter to tilt.

With the cutting length set to the 
appropriate radius, place it on the pivot 
point and work the teeth through the 
veneer. Be careful as you come across the 
grain so as not to tear it out. The precisely 
ground teeth on the Lie-Nielsen cutter 
makes short work of it.

After the grooves have all been cut, I go back 
over them with a chisel that is ground to 
the width of my router bit. This squares 
up the ends and finishes any lines that stop 
short of the intersection points. I will also 
use it as a tiny scraper to clean out any 
debris that might have been left behind by 
the router or radius cutter.

With everything cut, cleaned and checked, it 
is time to start gluing in the stringing. There is 
no particular order I follow for this other 
than to glue in any pieces that will have 
intersections first and then add the pieces 
that butt into them after. I hold each piece 
in place to mark the length, making sure 
to follow any curves exactly, and then cut 
them with a chisel. For square cuts I just 
eyeball it, but for the miters I use a piece of 
scrap wood cut on a 45 as a guide.

I like to use a regular yellow PVA glue 
and a syringe to put the glue exactly where 
I need it. Once a bead of glue is down 
I use the tip of a tooth pick to spread it 
into the groove and out to the ends. If the 
stringing and the router bit were a good 
match, the fit should be pretty tight and 
some light taps with a hammer and a piece 
of melamine coated plywood should put it 
in place. I like to use melamine for this as 
it is hard, and flat and easy to clean, but 
any scrap of wood will work.

If the stringing is a little loose in the 
groove, that’s okay. The water in the glue 
should swell it up enough to fill the slot. I 
keep a damp cloth handy to wipe down 
any excess glue squeeze-out. The additional 
moisture from this will also help to swell 
up any stubbornly loose pieces.

When you are done fitting stringing 
and the glue is set, pare down the pieces 
with either a block plane or sanding pad. I 
usually find some combination of the two 
is the most effective. Then I finish cleaning 
it up by lightly scraping the surface with a 
card scraper. At this point the inlay is done 
and ready for whatever finish you will be 
applying.

I hope I have inspired you to add some 
stringing to your next project. It is an 
easy way to add some decorative details 
to drawer fronts, table tops, cabinet doors 
or just about any furniture component. 
Good luck and happy stringing! 
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8˝ Fret Saw with Cam-lever & Swivel blade clamps. 

Lightweight, maneuverable and incredibly easy to adjust, these are 
truly innovative fret saws. The unique blade holder and tension 
mechanism greatly reduces time and frustration when changing 
and tensioning blades—Lee Valley.

 8˝ Fret Saw with Cam-lever & Swivel blade 
clamps ($103.00)

I don’t do a lot of tool reviews, however on occasion I find a tool 
I like so much I have to talk about it and on rarer occasion, a 

tool so bad I feel compelled to mention it. In this case, I am 
speaking with delight about my new coping saw—or should I say, 
my “Knew” coping saw, as it is produced and marketed as Knew 
Concepts (knewconcepts.com). I had seen the initial releases and 
read a few preliminary reviews—and they were all positive—but 
really, $100 or so for a coping saw?

The saws come in 5˝ and 8˝ throats available with aluminum 
or titanium frames. They can be ordered direct from Knew 
Concepts. When Lee Valley (leevalley.com) started carrying two 
of the models in their catalog with a free shipping offer, that was 
the incentive I needed. All I can say is what took me so long! The 
8˝ aluminum model that I purchased weighs only 5.6 oz. All take 
standard 5˝ blades.

Coping saws and I have never really gotten along. They are 
difficult to tension, the blades bend and break, they twist when 
you don’t want them to and they generally just feel flimsy. Well, 
that has all changed.

The Knew Concepts saw tensions well, blade changes are 
easy, the blade stays where you want it to, it is incredibly light 
and comfortable to use and now when sawing out the waste on 
my dovetails, I saw almost to the scribe line leaving just a small 
amount to pare with the chisel. So the time saved there will pay 
for the saw pretty quickly. I believe the size and shape of the frame, 
as well as the saws ability to tension a blade without twisting the 
frame, contribute to the user being able to better feel the saws 
position and maintain a level cut. 

The clamps allow a positive 45° and 90° setting designed to 
swing the rear of the frame out of the way. The ability to set the 
frame into a “neutral corner” frees you to saw into areas that were 
never possible before. It swivels 45° degrees either to the right or 
the left and has a lock at the “straight ahead” position.

All in all, this is one of those tool purchases I certainly don’t 
regret even at $100. Actual prices as I write this are $95 for the 
5˝ throat with cam tensioner and swivel clamps, and $103 for an 
8˝ aluminum with the same features. Titanium may be a splurge 
at $215 and $225. 

Knew Concepts Fret Saw

tool review by roger Myers
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Roger Myers Stratham, NH
Windsor Comb Back Chair with Brace Back—Materials are oak, 

maple, and pine. Oak and maple were worked green. Finish is 

black milk paint over red milk paint with an oil and wax top coat.

Brian Sargent Candia, NH
Blanket Chest—Lacewood, Swiss pear, 

brushed stainless steel 22˝ deep x 56˝ wide x 

24˝ high. This blanket chest is a beautiful place 

for those items that comfort us and keep us 

warm on a cold New England evening. It is a 

contemporary vision, where the pattern of the 

lacewood is reminiscent of a waterfall, with its 

soothing feeling and visual imagery.

Peter Breu Manchester, NH
Tea Table—Claro walnut (top) and black walnut base. The top is 

31˝ in diameter and lathe turned. Height 28˝ with top horizontal. 

Finish is bush oil, shellac and conversion lacquer. The wide boards 

available in claro walnut make this a unique piece.

photo by bill truslow


