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Pine River Pond
When I was asked to write a member profile article, I admit I was a little intimidated. 

My story is not like many of the members profiled in this column. My father 
did not put a hammer and saw in my crib. My journey into woodworking has been a 
relative recent one.

I was very fortunate to be able to retire at a relatively early age. Both my wife and I 
worked in the Middle East for eight years and upon returning, settled into the family 
home here on Pine River Pond in Wakefield, NH. That home was in disrepair and 
was very small. My elderly father was living with us, so we decided to do a remodel. 
The remodel did not go quite as planned as we eventually settled on basically tearing 
down the old house and building a new expanded three story house where we all could 
have our own space. Seeing that we were spending a lot more money than planned, 
the general contractor suggested that my wife and I do the trim carpentry. He would 
show me and I could do the work. So, 18 windows (many large triple bays), 25 doors, 
and seemingly miles of baseboard later, I learned a little about trim carpentry. And 
the wife learned how to finish all the natural wood doors and trim. This trim project 
called for a shop, so the first Colello shop was born by adding 16 feet to our detached 
garage (my wife and I did all the construction). And between Woodworkers Warehouse 
(since gone out of business) and Grizzly, the shop was outfitted with a Delta Unisaw, 16˝ 
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The shop on Pine River Pond connected 
to the main house by an elevated 
walkway. Large windows let in an 
abundance of natural light.

Photos by Jim Seroskie
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bandsaw, 15˝ Jet planer, 6˝ Jet jointer (since been replaced) and 
other assorted tools. And at about the same time, February 2001, 
I joined the Guild of New Hampshire Woodworkers. I had heard 
about the Guild and I thought it would be a very good resource 
for my modest aspirations to build furniture for this new house. 
Little did I imagine how true that would prove to be.

I started my furniture making very modestly, building a 
router table for the shop as well as a workbench. Then it was 
on to an entertainment center using plans from Woodsmith. It 
was a pretty simple design using built up panels of oak and oak 
plywood held together with pocket screws and glue (you can 
eliminate the glue). I always tell people that my furniture is the 
good, the bad and the ugly. This one fits in the ugly category. I 
was not careful to get the carcass square which meant the inset 
door openings were not square. The doors would not fit without 
some serious trimming. So my thickness of a dime reveal turned 
out to the thickness of a fat wooden ruler. It was time to get 
involved in the Guild Beginners and Intermediate Group (BIG). 

I would say that decision was the turning point of my 
furniture efforts. Bob LaCivita ran the BIG group and that basic 
instruction on skills and techniques was what I needed. At the 
same time I decided to tackle my first major furniture item, a 
cherry bed for our bedroom. It was an arts and crafts style with 
33 square slats in the headboard and the same number in the 
footboard. The design came from Fine Woodworking magazine. It 

was quite a challenge doing the glue up and an equal challenge to 
do it all in a 326 square foot shop dominated by large power tools. 
So the decision was made to build a new shop. 

And like everything in the Colello household, it took on a 

Dining table and chairs in cherry. Table expands to 
12 1/2 feet to accommodate up to 14 people.

Cherry window table in bedroom.
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life of its own. The original plan was to add about 20 more feet 
to the old shop, but then the builder said he could add a second 
story for not much more money. Sounded good to us. The town 
approved this large addition with the stipulation, no water in the 
shop. These are cold winters in NH and the nearest toilet is in the 
main house about 35 feet away. So we designed and built a fully 
enclosed, heated and finished elevated walkway from the second 
story of the shop to the second story of the house. Again we had 
it framed out and the wife and I did all the interior finishes. So 
now we have over 1200 square feet of shop between two floors 
with a wall of windows on the first floor facing Pine River Pond. I 
have it set up in three areas—machining and assembly on the first 
floor and finishing on the second floor. The central dust collector 
is in the garage to keep the noise down. Two large propane heaters 
heat it, one for each floor. I also have a small office on the second 
floor that has one desk for woodworking design and planning and 
another desk for my other hobby—ham radio. 

We finished the new shop in 2004 and so far it has worked out 
really well. I am getting close to finishing the house furniture. So 
far, I count over 55 pieces have come out of the shop mostly in 
cherry. Of those, a few have gone to our daughters, but most are 
in the house. 

Most of my building techniques and designs are either 
copies or adaptations of existing designs. I keep a large library 
of woodworking books and I cut out articles and plans from 
magazines that I may want to use in the future. The magazine 
articles are filed by type and I get a lot of ideas from them. 
Fine Woodworking, The Old Saw and the Guild Journal are all kept 
intact and readily available on the bookshelf.

One of my first large projects from the new shop was two 
built-in armoires connected by a dressing table. I made a full scale 
drawing of my idea and had it critiqued at BIG. Bob LaCivita was 
very helpful at pointing out some short falls and suggesting some 
joinery details that brought it up to a higher level. BIG also was 
my introduction to slip tenon joinery. I copied Bob’s router jig 

for making the mortises and used that jig for years. I have since 
obtained a slot motiser, but I never got rid of that router jig.

I have always wanted to do spray finishing but did not have 
the experience to do it. Again, the Guild to the rescue. Long time 
Guild member, Bill Hart, showed me how to build a portable 
spray booth, at a general meeting Marty Milkovitz demonstrated 
spraying techniques and Peter James posted an article on plumbing 
a large compressor. A little help from a Jeff Jewitt (finishing 
contributor to Fine Woodworking) book and how-to DVD and I 
was in business. All I do now to spray is set up the portable booth, 
point the box fan out the window and I am spraying. Thanks to 
you members for all your help and encouragement.

One of the most difficult projects I have taken on so far is 
building six dining room chairs. Again, thanks to former member 
and NH Furniture Master Terry Moore, I was able to use his 

Arts and Crafts style bed in 
cherry with two cherry night 
stands.

Sixteen feet of wall unit with workstation, dresser and corner 
unit for TV. All pieces were designed and scaled to accommodate 
getting to the second floor up a very narrow staircase.
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design that appeared in Fine Woodworking. I choose Terry’s design 
because it used slip tenons that I finally mastered. Several trips 
to Terry’s shop in Wilmot and several emails and now the chairs 
are done and surround a five foot expandable to 12 1/2 foot table 
I built the year before. 

Another interesting project was the Tom McLaughlin BIG 
hanging tool chest. My assembly area does not have much wall 
space since it is mostly windows so I also built a base for the chest 
with 14 drawers. Tom was very helpful in coaching me along a 
little on this project during the BIG sessions and by email. It was 
absolutely the most useful project I accomplished for the shop 
and introduced me to many more new skills.

I am working now on several projects—a TV stand and I just 
finished the Matt Wajda BIG table. This BIG table has taken 
me to something that I have always wanted to do—veneering. 
The table is fairly small with one drawer and splayed legs. I 
milled the legs on a shaper, a little different from Matt. After 
many attempts, I consumed an eight foot 2x4 worth of lumber 
from the lumberyard to get the leg template right on the shaper. 
The table has a curved front drawer that Matt cut from a solid 
piece. I wanted to try a bent lamination but first I needed the 
veneering equipment. Again, the Guild to the rescue. I happened 
to mention to Peter James I was looking to buy vacuum press 
equipment and within a week he located one on Craig’s List 
and off I went to bring it home. Another search of the Guild 
past articles and a DVD from the manufacturer of the vacuum 
pump and I had a bent lamination drawer front. Some email and 
telephone consultation with Matt and Terry Moore and I had 
a tabletop with a veneer field bordered by quarter-sawn cherry. 
But the top is curved in the front, so how do you get the curve 
of the border to match the curve of the center field. Well, you 
attend a Guild general meeting and learn how NH Furniture 
Master Aurelio Bolognes joins curved surfaces using common 
automobile Bondo to make male and female shaper templates. 
Worked for me. 

I hope through this rambling you can see a common thread 
for my journey in woodworking. It is the sharing of the Guild 
and its members. It provided me with either the skill or the 
inspiration and for that I am grateful. 

Oak king size head board and night stands that converts into two single bed 
head boards.

The BIG table in cherry with figured cherry veneer and ebony.

The Tom McLaughlin BIG hanging tool cabinet mounted on a base 
with 14 drawers. All in oak.

My second floor office that shares space with my other hobby—
ham radio. I built all the office furniture (two desks, book case, 
etc) in oak.
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Lighting for PhotograPhy—What is 
the best type of lighting for photographing 
woodworking pieces?—Claude Dupuis

Bob Oswald replies: For easily available 
lighting in the home, I prefer incandescent 
lighting for a warm tone. Fluorescent 
lighting will typically give a blue/purple 
cast to the photo. That said, today’s 
digital cameras can pretty reasonable 
compensate for either one, typically with a 
predetermined filter setting you select. In 
a case of this ‘easy’ lighting, I typically use 
fill in flash and get more true colors, the 
strongest preference being incandescent 
with flash.

Pins first or taiLs first—Why would 
you create pins first and tails second or 
vise-versa? What are the advantages and 
disadvantages?.—Michael Brown

Al Breed replies: It really doesn’t matter. I 
always make pins first because I like to 
stand the pins up on the tails piece to mark 
them, with the exception of lipped draws, 
where I will sometimes make tails first 
because it’s very hard to reach in and mark 
the tails with the lip of the draw in the way.

Dave Emerson replies: I lay out pins from 
tails. Can’t think of any reason to do it 
any other way. Most of my tails are made 
on a router table with a DeStaCo clamp 
(www.destacoclampstore.com) to hold the 
piece against the backboard of a jig that 
runs in the slot in the table. They chip a 
little—can’t do this with figured maple. I 
just trim the tail a little smaller to get rid 
of the chip. The machine cut tails are nice 
and accurate for laying out the pins for 
hand cutting. I put the pin piece in the 
vise and align the top with a block on the 
bench so I can put the tail piece one end 
on the block and align the other end with 
the pin piece. This enables me to hold it 
down firmly on the tail piece for marking.

Dying Motor—I have a 14˝ Jet bandsaw 
with a slowly dying motor (I need to give it a 
spin to get it to turn on). Can I replace it with 
a higher horsepower motor? What’s the limit 
on hp for an existing tool? How do I “spec” the 
motor if I buy it from a catalog?—Anon

Peter James replies: Your existing motor 
problem is caused by either a bad starting 
capacitor or dirty or sticking starter circuit 
contacts. The capacitor can be replaced 
cheaply. They are available on eBay for less 
than $10. The specifications are printed 
on the one on your motor. The contacts 
are inside the motor and you will have 
to disassemble it to clean them. As for a 
replacement motor, for a 14˝ bandsaw 
a 1 1/2 hp motor would be about the 
maximum you should need. Your existing 
motor tag has a “frame” number on it. 
Something like a 56 or 56H. This frame 
number specifies the motor physical size 
including the shaft size and the mounting 
plate hole locations. Get a motor with the 
same frame number and it should bolt 
right in. Up top about 1 1/2 hp can run 
on a 110V, 20 amp circuit. If you go to a 
220V motor you may need to replace the 
off/on switch so that you can switch both 
hot wires in the circuit.

Richard Oedel replies: The motor not 
starting is common in dusty environments, 
and can be due to dust between the 
contacts that control the startup winding 
and are located in the end of the motor. 
There are actually two windings in a single 
phase motor, and they work differently. 
Both windings are used in startup and 
the second when it is running. The starter 
winding is the one that is not working 
for you. Take off the end of the motor 
where the wires enter (you don’t need 
to disassemble much, since this is just 
a set of contacts) and clean out the area, 
sanding the contacts as needed with 400 
grit sandpaper. If it still doesn’t work, the 

capacitor may be bad (that lump on the 
side of the motor). Take it out and take 
it to your local electric supply shop for a 
replacement.

Bruce Wedlock replies: You can put as 
big a motor on your bandsaw as can 
be mechanically mounted. A higher 
horsepower will prevent stalling when 
resawing large pieces. I replaced my 1/2 hp 
motor with a 2 hp motor on my Delta 14˝, 
and now slice through 10˝ of hardwood 
with no problem. The only spec of concern 
is the rpm. The new motor should match 
the old motor rpm so the blade speed 
remains correct. Of course the mounting 
frame of the motor needs to accommodate 
your saw, and more money buys a better 
quality motor. I got my 2 hp used for $25.

Bob Oswald replies: There’s little point in 
adding more horsepower to this saw. It 
was designed to run with what it has and 
the small blades used on a 14˝ saw should 
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cut just fine. On the other hand, if you’re 
doing heavy resawing, more power could 
keep it from bogging down. However, it 
sounds like this motor might benefit from 
repair. It sounds like the starting circuit 
(capacitor or starting switch) isn’t working 
and a motor repair shop in your area might 
be able to fix it cheaply.

aPPLying sheLLac—What is the best method 
to use when applying shellac to the inside of 
a box that has dividers, if brushing then what 
type of brush.—Steve Costain

gary Wood replies: Zinsser has clear shellac 
in an aerosol can, or you can use your own 
shellac with an airbrush or small spray unit 
made by Preval. Protect yourself from spray 
bounce back with a face mask and good 
ventilation. If you prefer brushing, ox hair 
or goat hair brushes are soft, flexible and 
fast. I prefer the round, mop style brush 
for getting into corners easily.

Bob Oswald replies: I would spray it. You’ll 
get the usual back-blast from spraying 
into a corner or closed box but light 
applications with the gun pointed into the 
corner will usually assure coverage without 
the hassle of brushing.

Bruce hamilton replies: I think the easiest 
way is with the shellac in an aerosol can. 
If you prefer a brush then I would use a 
round, natural hair, mop style brush. 

Richard Oedel replies: Really tough to do 
a good job on boxes with dividers. With 
shellac, I use squirrel hair mops exclusively, 
which you can get from Sepp Leaf 
products. Very expensive (think $100 for 
a 1 inch mop), but I have had mine for 
10 years. You can also get different shapes, 
rather than the mop, so call them and ask 
for their Gold leaf brush catalog.

Protecting equiPMent froM rust in 
coLD environMent—My workshop is in 
a barn, with a section heated and a larger 
section that is not heated. I need to use the 
unheated portion for my tablesaw, jointer, 

planer, dust collector, etc. Over the years I 
have tried different approaches to protect 
this equipment from condensation in the cold 
months, with varying degrees of success. 
What is your recommendation to best protect 
these machines? Is there a negative effect on 
machine motors by starting them in the cold? 
The temperature sometimes gets down into 
the lower teens; colder than that and I don’t 
start!—Douglas MacLennan

Peter James replies: After trying many 
products for machine surface protection, 
my favorite is still Johnson’s Paste Wax 
and lots of it. In situations like yours, I 
apply it in a thick coat and do not rub it 
off until summer comes. When working 
with wood that is damp or wet, I smear an 
extra coat on before I start and then clean 
the machines after I am done and then put 
on another heavy coat. 

The motors should be alright to start 
at the temperatures you indicated, but you 
may want to run them for a few minutes to 
let the belts and bearings warm up before 
you use them. The oil in the gear boxes of 
machines like planers and air compressors 
can get thick and not provide proper 
lubrication, but again run them with no 
load for a few minutes to warm them up.

Lubricant in Dusty environMent—What 
is the best lubricant to use on machinery and 
vises so that they work freely and sawdust 
does not clog up the mechanisms?—Myrl 
Phelps

Bob Oswald replies: I use Bostik Lubricants. 
Aerosol can application is easy and the 
lubricant drys, leaving a lubricating film 
that won’t attract dust. Available from 
Woodcraft, Rockler, etc.

Peter James replies: I like a bicycle chain 
lube called White Lightning. It lubricates 
without attracting the dirt and dust. You 
can get it at most bike shops.

Bruce Wedlock replies: Try WD-40 Specialist 
Dirt & Dust Resistant Dry Lube Spray. 

It works great on tablesaw gears, etc. 
Available from amazon.com.

WD-40 causing rust—I recently 
discovered that if I spray a lot of WD-40 
on steel as a rust preventer, if it pools, say 
between saw blades in a stack, it actually 
causes rust. Is there a reason for this?—
Wayne Baker

Peter James replies: WD-40 is a product 
that people either love or hate. It is a water 
displacing agent, not a long term protector. 
If you Google “WD-40 and Rust”, you 
will find endless reading on this subject. 
There are better ways to protect your saw 
blades. Stacking them so that the teeth can 
contact each other is not good. If you must 
stack them, make a simple holder with a 
wooden dowel and flat board and put flat 
washers between the blades to provide 
separation. Coat the blades with paste wax 
to prevent rust.

Mounting sanDPaPer on Disk sanDer—
What is the best way to mount sandpaper 
to a 12˝ diameter disk sander? I have used 
Velcro backed sanding disks in the past that 
came with my long gone Shopsmith, but 
recently have been using plain disks which I 

“cemented” onto the metal disk using a Sears 
Craftsman Disk Cement. However, that was a 
real bear to remove. I like the Velcro because 
it’s so easy to change among various grits, but 
cannot find 12˝ pads or sanding papers. Does 
the Velcro backing result it too soft a backing? 
If using plain disks, what is the proper glue to 
use, and is there a solvent which will readily 
dissolve it?—Tony Immorlica

Bruce Wedlock replies: You should use a cloth 
disk with pressure sensitive adhesive (PSA) 
backing to attach the disk to the sander. It 
peels off without much trouble, and Goof 
Off will quickly clean the disk. They are 
available from Klingspoor’s Woodworking 
Shop (www.woodworkingshop.com).

You need to clean the disk carefully—
no bumps under the sanding disk. I can’t 
imagine using Velcro.

Ask The Old Saw

continued on page 35
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Photos by Jim Seroskie

August 3, 2013

The focus today is on the final 
component of the walnut end table 

project, the construction of the drawer. 
The drawer sides are milled to thickness 
and ripped to be slightly over-sized. Matt 
recommends using a piece of scrap to get 
the proper fence setting for a tight fit of 
the scrap part before ripping the milled 
stock. He now inspects the drawer side 
pieces and marks what he selects to be 
the inside reference faces. Matt uses a 
hand plane to get the perfect fit for the 
side pieces. Quarter-sawn pine is used for 
the drawer sides. This is a traditional stock 
for drawer sides because there is very little 
movement in the wood.

Stock for the drawer face was milled 
to a thickness that will accommodate 
the curved face. Now the drawer front 
is ripped to a snug fit between the front 
dividers. Matt recommends the drawer 
face, sides and back pieces all be hand-
planed on all reference faces before cutting 
the joinery. He cautions to be careful to 
keep the reference faces flat. Matt refers to 
the drawing to confirm the 3/4˝ thickness 
of the drawer face at the end grains. He is 
careful to keep track of the drawer front’s 
reference faces as he uses the Starrett 
adjustable square to draw the 3/4˝ reference 
line across the end grain of the much 
thicker stock necessary for the curved face. 

Next, Matt inserts the front piece into 

the opening between the dividers to the 
pencil mark depth. He carefully checks 
the fit from one side to the other. He 
makes slight adjustments to the fit with 
the hand plane.

Now that the drawer face has been 
properly adjusted to fit between the 
dividers, Matt uses a small clamp to 
squeeze the dividers into the piece to 
hold it in place while he traces the divider 
curves into the top and bottom of the part 
that will become the curved drawer face. 
Matt now prepares to mark the half-blind 
dovetail joinery for the sides and face. He 
notes that the bottom reference edges of 
the sides and face are the same as he marks 
to 1/8˝ lap on the end grain of the face with 
a marking gauge. 

Matt shares a quick tip related to the 
blade of the marking gauge—the blade’s 
beveled edge should be sharpened as 
necessary and be oriented with the bevel 
facing in toward the anvil. He uses a knife 
and straight edge of his square to deepen 
the marks into the tough end grain of the 
walnut face. Matt sets the drawer sides 
to be flush to the table’s drawer opening. 
Now he proceeds to mark out the dovetails. 
He explains that the key to dovetail joints 
is the saw cuts. Proper saw cuts require no 
paring. He says “practice makes perfect” 
with getting the dovetail sawing angles 
programmed into muscle memory.

For this drawer, Matt uses a 1:6 
dovetail angle, which is a middle ground 

that provides mechanical strength to the 
joint and allows the tails to be stronger. 
Matt reminds us when marking out the 
pins and tails of these joints to allow 
sufficient spacing on the end-grain edges 
for the half pins to have enough thickness 
and strength. He shares a tip on marking 
the pins with a simple thought, wide-
side—inside. Not to suggest that any of us 
would ever make such a mistake, but by 
following this little mental exercise when 
marking pins we may be able to make 
one less donation to the scrap pile as a 
result of cutting duck-tails! Matt will use 
two tails on each side, resulting in more 
adequate spacing for strong half pins than 
if three tails were used. He acknowledges 
that smaller pins are generally more 
aesthetically pleasing, but also more 
challenging. He uses a pencil to mark the 
pins and tails and the marking gauge for 
the shoulders. He describes the pins in 
this drawer as being not too big, and not 
too small.

Matt uses a saw to cut the pins into the 
drawer face on the waste side of each pencil 
mark. Once the saw cuts are complete, he 
clamps the piece to his bench top and 
proceeds to chop out the remaining waste. 
He secures the piece between bench dogs 
when the dogs grip on waste wood. He 
uses a 1˝ chisel to clean out waste at the 
shoulders. He starts out by placing the 
chisel blade in the knife mark at 90° to the 
piece, then under-cuts by approximately 

AuguSt 3, 2013 & November 16, 2013 
At SAlmoN FAllS millS iN rolliNSFord, NHBeginner & Intermediate Group

End Table Project

Parts 6 & 7

by bob WyAtt

Drawer construction, finishing the 
tabletop & final considerations
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Subgroup Spotlight

Durable Epifanes Finish

Matt shares what he has found 

to be an easy, durable finish 

that can be used for projects that 

need some scratch resistance as well 

as reasonable protection from food or 

drink spills. The finish is an equal three-

part mix of Epifanes varnish, solvent 

and boiled linseed oil. Epifanes is well 

known for its specialty marine varnishes 

(www.epifanes.com). 

Matt says to simply rub the mixture 

on with a rag, wait five minutes, and 

then wipe off the excess with a clean, 

lint-free rag. Allow approximately 12 

hours of drying time. After the finish has 

dried, additional coats may be applied 

as needed. A couple of coats may be 

adequate for many furniture projects. 

Before applying an additional coat, 

proceed first to some 

light sanding and surface 

preparation. One advantage of this finish 

is you can simply add another coat a 

few years down the road if needed. Just 

remember to lightly sand the old finish 

before adding a new coat.

Matt singled out Epifanes’ Rubbed 

Effect varnish, describing this product as 

a “tight to the wood” varnish with a soft 

look (i.e. not a plastic look). He says this 

product should be cut at approximately 

50/50 with the Epifanes brand thinner. 

Adding in a little linseed oil will help to 

slightly slow down the drying time. 

Matt notes that another varnish, 

Cetol, is an excellent outdoor furniture 

varnish.

3°, careful not to bruise the pin walls. 
When using the chisel along the knife 
line, Matt suggests overlapping by half 
the chisel blade width while moving out 
along the blade line. This technique helps 
maintain a flat surface across the socket.

Another tip Matt shares with our group 
is when referencing to a scribe line, use a 
pencil with the point honed on a sheet 

of sandpaper and eclipse the knife line 
while tracing out the tails. When making 
the saw cuts for the tails, the pencil lines 
will remain on each side of the tail after 
the cuts are made. After the joinery cuts 
are made to the drawer face part, Matt 
demonstrates the rough cuts of the curved 
face of the drawer on the bandsaw. Then 
he clamps the piece into the drawer 
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opening to fair with a hand plane and spoke shave, making cross 
grain and downhill cuts along the curve.

November 16, 2013
Today’s BIG workshop demonstration is the final session on 

our project. The primary goal for today is to finish the tabletop 
that is made up of two pieces of mostly heartwood walnut that 
were selected, prepped and glued during the June 6, 2013 work 
session. Matt will demonstrate the process for marking the layout 
dimensions prior to final milling of the top. 

While preparing for this work session Matt discovered that 
the top piece had experienced some slight cupping during the 
four-plus months he had set it aside. He was able to minimize 
this wood movement back to a near-flat condition by putting 
the piece in his press for a period of time prior to our meeting. 
He explained how the wood in the unfinished, unattached top 
was more susceptible to movement due to the normal changes in 
temperature and humidity in his shop.

This leads to a more technical discussion of book-matching 
vs. slip-matching of the two halves of the top. Slip-matching is a 
technique where every other piece is flipped, a technique used to 
mitigate the chatoyant effect by allowing light to hit the joined 
top pieces consistently after it is finished, no matter the angle. 
The two halves of walnut heartwood that make up the top for our 
project were joined together in a cathedral, flame up orientation 
that resulted in one half being heart-side up and the other being 
bark-side up.

Our project will orient the top with long grain along the front 
edge, matching the long grain for the front divider. The top will 
be secured with two screws through the front upper divider, one 
screw in the middle of each drawer kicker and two screws through 

the rear screw strip, all hidden inside the base frame (refer to 
drawing). The front screws will be secured tightly, with middle 
and rear screws remaining slightly loosened. Elongated slots are 
cut into the rear screw strip to allow for seasonal movement of 
the wood to the rear of the tabletop. Matt explains that the rear 
overhang will need to be at least double the movement so that in 
our top, we should allow for the rear overhang to be at least 1/2˝. 
Our plan calls for the overhang to be 13/8˝. 

Matt now proceeds with dimensioning the top piece. Right 
away he spots a slight flaw in the wood that can be removed as 
waste when he cuts the curve into the front edge with the bandsaw. 
With that in mind he runs the rear edge through the joiner to 
square it up. That edge is now placed against the rip fence of 
the tablesaw to make a parallel cut on the front edge. Now, he 
positions the rip fence away from the piece and makes the 90° 
cross cuts along both sides of the top using the tablesaw miter 
gauge. He notes that a miter sled would be a safer way to make 
these cross cuts if one were available that could accommodate the 
size of the top. 

Matt now uses the bandsaw to cut an amazingly clean curve 
along his pencil line to profile the proper shape of the top’s front 
edge. Matt attributes the smooth bandsaw curve cuts to a regular 
routine of his to fine-tune new bandsaw blades by using a slip 
stone to carefully round over the back edges of the blade while it 
is spinning through the saw. 

After completing the curve cut, Matt moves back to his 
workbench and secures the top in the vice with the curved edge 
facing up at a comfortable height. He now demonstrates how to 
smooth out and remove the bandsaw marks from the tabletop’s 
curved face edge using a hand plane. Starting at the apex of the 
curve, he methodically removes the bandsaw marks down the 
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curve, careful not to allow the plane to do what it does best, flatten 
the curved surface. He explains that when using this hand plane 
technique to smooth a curve without flattening the surface, one 
must be careful to plane through the curve. Once the first half of 
the front edge is smooth he returns to the apex and works down 
the other half of the curve until it is smooth. He then checks the 
curve to the drawing. As a final check he places the top flat to a 
piece of paper and traces a line along the full length of the curve. 
Next, he flips the top and retraces the curve adjacent to the first 
traced line. If the two curved lines are parallel, proper smoothing 
of the curved edge was successful.

The top is now dimensioned properly and ready for Matt to 
proceed to the next step, marking out the bevel cuts under the 
perimeter of the top. The goal is to leave a 1/8˝ flat around the 
perimeter where the top attaches to the base. Matt explains that 
when he sets up the tablesaw for these cuts the same bevel setting 
will be used for all four sides of the top. He marks out the bevel 
on the leading edge of the top’s back edge. Then he marks the 3/8˝ 
final edge thickness from the top surface down the rear edge to 
where the underside bevel will meet the edge. Lastly, he marks 
out the underside intersect between the bevel and the 1/8˝ flat, all 
according to specifications in the drawing. Now that the proper 

bevel angle and depth have been marked, Matt moves out to the 
tablesaw to make these cuts.

At the tablesaw, Matt attaches a jig to his rip fence to press 
the top into it at 90°. He then moves the fence toward the blade 
and adjusts the bevel to be close to his marked angle. Matt now 
adds a shop-made feather board jig to the opposite side of the 
blade. This jig is elevated on two scraps of 2x4, angled out from 
a point under the attached feather board to each corner of the 
tablesaw, left side of the blade, where it is secured into position to 
the tablesaw deck with carefully placed clamps. The feather board 
is mounted to the 2x4s allowing for the jig to slide over the blade 
without interfering, while supporting the top safely against the 
rip fence. 

After determining the jigs are adjusted properly to allow the 
top to pass through to make the cuts, Matt proceeds to make a 
very shallow touch of the top to the spinning saw blade in order 
to double check the bevel angle setting. Satisfied with the check, 
he proceeds to make each bevel cut. The first cut is to the back 
edge. Then he makes each side edge cuts. Lastly, he makes the 
curved front edge bevel cut by positioning the leading third of 

Card Scraper Sharpening

In response to regular inquires, Matt offered 

to demonstrate an effective way to tune 

up a card scraper. Matt’s burnisher is not the 

more common version of the tool with a round 

shaped rod. His burnisher is triangular with 

three flat surfaces that come to a point at the 

tip. He believes this design is more effective 

than the more traditional round design.

Step 1 is to uncurl the old hook of the card 

scraper. He places the scraper flat on his bench 

and uses the point of his burnishing tool to 

carefully uncurl each burred edge on the card. 

Step 2 is to secure the card in his vise while 

he removes the old metal with a mill file, all 

the way across each edge until they are even. 

There should be fresh metal along the full 

length of the scraper edge. 

Step 3 is to lay the card flat and polish each 

side on a 220 grit oilstone until all the edges 

are smooth and flat. Then he bows the scraper 

to hold it at 90° to the stone to polish the thin 

edges of the card flat. 

Step 4 is to clamp the scraper securely in 

his bench vice and apply a very thin film of oil 

lubricant along the edge.

Step 5 is to work the new curl back into 

each edge. On his first few passes he holds 

the burnisher perpendicular to the edge with 

moderate pressure to smooth the edge of the 

scraper.  He angles the burnisher at about 5° to 

work the hook and makes a few passes along 

the edge, again using moderate pressure. A 

few additional passes of the burnisher work 

the curl to the desired radius. 

In Step 6, Matt carefully unfolds the curl 

with the point of his burnisher, lifting the 

hook slightly away from the flat surface of the 

scraper. 

Author’s note—Veritas makes a Tri-

Burnisher with an interesting design, said 

to perform the same functions as round, 

triangular and oval burnishers and is available 

through Lee Valley.

Veritas Tri-Burnisher

continued on page 19
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by bob CouCH

Occasionally you need a strong design structure that works 
best if the grain directions follow the joinery as in my 

deck tray project. My design required a strong joint that was 
also weather resistant. Had I cut this from a solid piece of wood, 
there was a high possibility of it splitting along the grain if any 
substantial pressure was applied to the tray surface. Therefore I 
chose to use mortise and tenon joinery as both a design feature 
and for its strength.

In this case I didn’t want any exposed joinery or end grain 
on the top surface that would be exposed to full sun and rain so 
I chose to miter the joint to eliminate that issue. As you can see 
in the sketches, only the end grain shows through on the outside 
face. This could have even been eliminated with a shorter tenon 

but the tenon would have been a bit smaller and the strength I 
needed from the joint could be compromised.

Creating this joinery isn’t as complicated as you might think. 
There are a few tricks I learned along the way through some 
trial and error. Let me give you two words that will make you 
successful—test pieces. Yes, prep plenty of extra stock the same 
dimensions as your work pieces so you can practice both setup 
and test fitting the joinery as you proceed through the steps. 

In this case I’m using 13/8˝ square stock. However the stock 
could be thinner or much wider such as in a picture frame. The 
material size doesn’t matter, it would all work the same. One of 
the most critical steps is layout. So you will know what you are 
doing, you should start with a measured drawing that will allow 

Mitered Mortise & Tenon

Sketches showing end grain and miters
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you to plan out the joinery more carefully. I would also suggest 
using a marking gauge to help with the accuracy of the mortise 
layout. You will also need a tenon jig, a very simple miter sled 
that can be used for many other projects and a good quality 
combination square you can trust. 

You can see in the photo of the layout how it was laid out on 
the work piece—Photo 1. When laying it out, make sure you 
account for the saw kerfs. 

The first step after layout is to cut the mortises on your tablesaw 
using a tenon jig while the work pieces are still square. I have a 
shop-made jig that runs on my saw fence with a toggle clamp to 
help hold the work piece in place, but any jig would work. I also 
created a spacer that equals the thickness of my desired mortise 
plus the thickness of my saw blade. By first placing the spacer 
against the fence, then the work piece, I can align it to the inner 
mark and make the inside cut—Photo 2. Remove the spacer and 
make the outside cut—Photo 3. Then, by using a series of spacers, 
I can clean out the material in between—Photo 4. The spacer can 
be “tweaked” in thickness by adding masking or other tape until 
you get just what you are looking for and have it dead center. 

A blade with at least some flat bottom teeth helps to insure a 
smooth mortise bottom. Always place the face side towards the 
fence for reference and sneak up on the depth of cut until you are 
just touching your scribe line—Photo 5.

Once you have the mortises cut, in my case on both the short 
and long pieces, it’s time to cut the tenons to fit. For this we turn 
to the mitre sled. By using a stop block clamped to the fence and 
the blade set at the depth of the miter, you can precisely control 
the shoulder depth of the miter on both sides because you are 
always registering against the stop block—Photo 6.

Ideally you want the tenon to just protrude slightly through 
the mortise so you can shave it flush after glue up. To accomplish 
this, adjust the fence and stop block about a 1/32˝ over. Using a test 
piece, keep raising the blade and just cutting the tip of the tenon 
on both sides until the tenon just fits the mortise perfectly. Then 
go for the full tenon on the work piece using equal pressure and 
making sure you register against the stop block on each side of 
each piece as you nibble away the remaining material.

The last step is to trim the mortise pieces to 45° on the miter 
sled using your layout lines and test fitting—Photo 7. A little bit 
of fine trimming with a sharp chisel may be in order, but if all 
goes well and with a bit of practice, you will have a nice fitting 
very strong mitered tenon joint you can use on many projects. 

Sketches showing end grain and miters
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Providence Bow Backs
from the bench by Mike Dunbar

The Windsors above are dining chairs developed in the 1790s in 

Providence, Rhode Island. 

The RI bow back dining arm chair is highly regarded by collectors 

and scholars who consider it the highest and most successful 

expression of the form. Chairmakers in other regions attempted 

making this style of arm chair, but with the exception of Philadelphia, 

never got it right. In fact, many chairmakers’ attempts were awkward, 

bordering on ugly.

People who have studied at The Windsor Institute know the 

history of Windsors—that they were originally large, commodious 

easy chairs (high backs and low backs) produced by furnituremakers 

as bespoke (commissioned) work. As easy chairs, they were made 

individually, or occasionally in pairs. Made on commission, there was 

little standardization.

In the 1760s, with the introduction of the sack back, Windsors 

underwent a transformation. Unlike the earlier easy chairs, the 

sack back was intended for everyday (common) seating. It was a 

smaller chair and was produced in large numbers. With the sack 

back, craftsman began to specialize and call themselves Windsor 

Rhode Island bow back dining chairs

chairmakers. Expanding their product 

line, these new practitioners introduced a 

companion side chair—the bow back.

Twenty-five years later, in the 1790s, there was 

another transformation in Windsors. They became 

dining chairs—sets of arms and matching sides 

intended for use around a table. Having made 

common bow back side chairs for decades, 

Philadelphia Windsor chairmakers knew how 

to design a matching arm chair. Not being an extension 

of the bent arm (as in a sack back or continuous arm) 

the bow back arm has to be a separate, applied (added) 

element. Applied elements always create trouble. Knowing a Windsor 

is a composition in line, a chairmaker’s natural inclination is to 

incorporate an applied element into that composition. This seldom 

works. The better solution is to do a 180° flip and to purposefully 

make the addition counter punctual. Shield seats with bracing 

spindles are good examples of this problem, and students who have 

done c-arm have run into it. A shield seat is curvilinear, but adding a 

curved tailpiece looks like the seat grew a wart on its back end. The 

answer is to make the tailpiece a counterpoint—an angular, diamond 

shape.

That is what Philadelphia chairmakers did in designing their bow 

back arm chair—apply a counter punctual, scroll-shaped arm. For 50 

years the scroll-shaped arm had been a well-established element on 

chairs. However, the curves were most often oriented horizontally 

in the plane of the seat, like on the Nantucket fan back. Philadelphia 

Windsor chairmakers rotated the scroll’s orientation 90 degrees (as 

is done on Boston rockers) so the curves were visible from the side 

rather than above. To reinforce their counterpoint’s effectiveness and 
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to make the arms better stand out against the painted chair, they 

were of varnished mahogany.

Eighteenth century Providence had strong commercial ties to 

Philadelphia. The capital and largest city in Rhode Island was itself 

a well-established furnituremaking center. However, its merchants 

preferred to purchase their furnishings from the places where 

they did business, not from home. Not long after Philadelphia 

had developed the bow back dining chair, examples appeared in 

Providence.

Local chairmakers were determined to defend their turf and 

responded by trumping their distant competitors with a far superior 

design—a bold, crisp chair that overwhelmed its bland and softer 

competition. While Philadelphia bow back dining chairs were 

fashionable 1790s products, Providence chose to hark back to the 

best mid-18th century traditions. For example, Philadelphia used 

bamboo legs, the latest fashion in Windsors. However, bamboo 

turnings lack the visual impact of the earlier baluster leg. Providence 

ignored fashion and retained its unique regional baluster with the 

incurved foot. However, they did beef up the diameter to make the 

legs even more bold and robust. It’s almost as if Providence was 

sticking a thumb in its competition’s eye.

Philadelphia bow backs have late 18th century seats—wide 

and shallow, with soft, amorphous contours. As they did with their 

turnings, Providence makers responded with a deep seat with a 

bold, shield outline. Philadelphia bow back dining chairs have 

plain, bamboo spindles. Providence chairs boast a fully-developed, 

miniature baluster. For some reason antique collectors call these pipe 

stem spindles.

The arm treatment is the real genius in the Providence bow back 

dining chair. This city too used the scroll shape, but instead of being 

wide in the horizontal plane (the plane of the seat), the Rhode Island 

arm is wide in the vertical plane (the plane of the back). Oriented this 

way, the arm is bolder than the Philadelphia arm. More importantly, 

the arm is the same width as the bow, allowing the scratch beading 

on the bow to continue along the arm’s visible surface. Thus, the arm 

becomes an extension of the bow. Providence managed to do what 

Philadelphia had not—integrate the arm into the chair’s composition. 

It is like Providence was showing Philadelphia how to design a chair.

Rhode Island bow back arm chairs are not rare. They are expensive, 

but well represented in the antique market. I have been able to study 

several of them and am surprised that they are so identical. This 

indicates to me that these chairs were made by one shop, or by a 

small group of shops that were somehow connected. The shop(s) are 

unidentified, as RI bow back makers did not mark their work. One 

example bore the brand “A. G. Case”, but this turned out to be an 

owner.

Although they had accomplished a major success in Windsor 

design, the Providence shop(s) sometimes yielded to fashion 

and upholstered their bow backs, turning a great design into a 

monstrosity. A Rhode Island bow back with an upholstered seat 

looks like Miss Muffet’s tuffet. The chair’s back and undercarriage 

are dwarfed by a broad, thick pad plopped in the center of the 

composition.

Because RI bow backs are such great chairs, I have long desired to 

add them to our list of classes. In fact, 25 years ago I set out to make a 

set for our dining room. A neighbor owned an antique arm chair and 

let me take dimensions. I turned enough parts for six chairs before 

life intervened and the parts were stored in the loft. They did come 

out long enough to appear in background of the original cover of the 

Time/Life Art of Woodworking series, Master Woodworkers. Some of 

those same parts now make up the chairs shown above.

RI bow back dining chairs appear straightforward, but there are 

significant changes to the usual assembly sequence. Also, these chairs 

require some weird angles and sightlines. I sheepishly admit that 

these threw me for a loop at first, and that the arm chair pictured 

required three Seat Savers. 

Philadelphia & Eastern Pennsylvania bow back arm chairs
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I wrote a Journal article on stave construction back in the Winter 
2011–Vol 3 No 2 issue. Back when I turned those first pieces 

I stated to a group of turners that, at that point, it had been one 
of the most challenging of my turned pieces. I am not going to 
talk so much about the techniques as the method I’m now using 
employs the same basic building techniques as my 2011 article 
with one exception. 

The part that I found most difficult when building and turning 
stave construction was finding and keeping the rough glued up 
form centered on its axis. If you do not keep a true axis, what 
happens is you get different finished segment sizes around the 
circumference—Photo 1 & 2. This in one of my first pieces. The 
error and different stave widths were hard to capture on camera so 
I drew a sketch. The drawing shows the actual stave dimensions 
at the very top of the rim. The smallest segment measures 1.137˝ 
and the largest measures 1.420˝. That’s a 0.283˝ difference. This 
is no way to make a matching top section. Very noticeable by eye. 
Not sure what to do with this one and it remains unfinished. A 
solid top might be the ticket. 

Well I’ve learned, by trial and error a simple way to center 

the axis across the ways. The object is to make the first squaring 
cut at the top (the larger round) perpendicular to the axis of the 
segment form. Using a scrap piece of wood I made a simple cone 
shape with a tendon on one end to fit my chuck—Photo 3 . The 
cone was shaped to fit inside the stave segment—Photos 4 & 5. 
At the smaller open end of the segment I simply inserted the cone 
tail stock end into it—Photos 6 & 7. I check the fit at both ends 
to see that all the segments are touching equally. The stave spines 
slip a bit in the construction glue-up and their protrusion to the 
inside will vary a bit. Trim these back using a wood chisel so that 
the cones clear the spines and rest on the inside face of the staves. 
Bring the tail stock up snug enough to secure the piece for turning. 

This technique is pushing from the inside out, so too much 
pressure could damage the piece. If it gets loose it will start to 
rattle or stop turning. Tighten a bit and keep cutting squaring 
off the larger end. It’s OK to cut into the wood cone a bit to get 
to the inside edge of the staves. Getting the cut perfectly at a 90 
degrees to the lathe bed is impossible to measure and difficult to 
see. It does not have to be perfect—only close. The key is that the 
cut will be perpendicular to the axis.

Stave Construction

Part two

by ClAude dupuiS
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Glue the squared end to a glue block and you’re off to the 
races—Photo 8. Build the base the same way and you will likely 
have a matching top and bottom with the staves lining up. I’ve yet 
to get a perfect alignment between top and bottom but they are 
pretty close. Remember to keep the grain in the vertical, provide 
half lap joints for added strength (we’re gluing end grain to end 
grain) and be as precise as possible with centering each glue joint 
as you progress—Photos 9 & 10.

In this particular stave construction plan, like all stave and 
segmented construction it’s wise to start with a design and plan 
on paper. When you’re making one it’s just as easy to make several. 
In this case I decided to make three. One using curly maple 
staves with ebony spines measures 41/4˝ x 111/2˝—Photo 11. One 
using Purpleheart staves with maple spines measures 41/4˝ x 12˝—
Photo 12. The third using Zebra wood with ebony spines measures 
53/4˝ wide at the lid and 12˝ high—Photo 13. At the time I had 
one under construction using curly maple with Bloodwood spines 
measuring 41/2˝ x 133/4˝—Photo 13a. Once you get the technical 
challenges out of the way, it frees you up to focus on design. More 
on that latter.

The Zebra and Maple/Bloodwood turnings were the first to 
be finished. I entered both in an exhibit at the League of NH 
Craftsmen Headquarters with the intent to move it, the tall one 
(14), from there to the League of NH Craftsman Fair’s Living 
with Crafts exhibit in August. What I didn’t realize was that 
the two exhibits overlapped. I approached Susie Lowe at the 
Headquarters Exhibit’s opening and told her about my error. She 
turned to me without a blink of the eye or hesitation and said 

“Well (short pause) I guess you’ll have to make another one”. I 
was a bit surprised thinking she might be open to making a swap 
with something else. She was so sure footed about her response 
I didn’t dare question it. Luckily for me I had two others under 
construction (11 & 12). Time was running out for the Living 
with Crafts (LWC) exhibit. You have to sign up early, provide 
pictures, measurements and a price. Pieces were not made yet and 
these were past due. Well I went to work, completed the two just 
in time (the week before) to enter them in the exhibit.

Design
The lower section of all three came off the tablesaw without 

making any adjustments. Look at what can be accomplished by 
making minor changes. I got a lantern look on the zebra one 
(not turned on the outside but turned round on the inside) plus 
a foot and cover—Photo 13. Also the Purpleheart one—Photo 
12. I trimmed a little less off the lower section then the maple/
ebony one, left the foot a bit taller and made the cover a bit taller. 
I centered the horizontal ring at the apex of the curve on one and 
not the other. Despite their different colors the result was two 
completely different looking pieces. The Purpleheart is only a half 
inch taller. I’m blown away by, with tiny subtle changes the result 
can be so significantly different.

My disappointment of not getting to enter the tall vase in the 
LWC Exhibit was completely whisked away when, at the Opening 
Preview Party at LWC, I was awarded the Best Turned Piece. 
WOW! What a surprise. There were many other deserving 
turnings on the floor. 

I want to thank the Guild for Sponsoring the award and the 
League’s judges for selecting my pieces. The best part is that along 
with the bragging rights it came with a cash award. None of this 
would have been possible without my involvement with and 
guidance of the Guild of NH Woodworkers. 

9 10

13a
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the curve to the surface of the tablesaw and through the jig for 
the first cut. Then he repeats with the trailing third of the curve 
against the surface of the saw. Lastly, he positions the apex of the 
curve to the surface of the saw and makes the final cut. 

All four under-side edges are now beveled and ready for 
cleanup of the machine marks with his hand plane. Matt notes 
that the bevels meet at each corner to form a miter. During the 
cleanup with a hand plane the miters will shift one direction or 
another. To align the miters correctly, he simply uses the hand 
plane to shift each until they are all spot-on.

In closing, Matt shares a few more tips on tool accessories, 
finishing and web sites. A good supplier of tablesaw blades 
is Atlantic Carbide (Somerville, MA). The web address is 

www.sawsharpen.com. Atlantic Carbide is the distributor of an 
assortment of Everlast tablesaw blades, that he says are of excellent 
quality, with more carbon (i.e., able to receive more sharpenings) 
and are less expensive than Forrest blades. 

Matt recommends these other woodworking related websites:
www.woodweb.com—Wide array of woodworking topics;
www.freeborntool.com—American made woodworking tools
www.librawood.com—Equipment and tools

The Guild members thank Matt for sharing his time, knowledge 
and workshop to host BIG during the 2012/13 season. 

End TablE ProjEcT conTinuEd

Steve Colello built his table 

in cherry with a figured 

cherry veneer top trimmed 

with ebony stringing. The core 

material used for the top was 

MDF. The drawer cock beading is 

also ebony. It is finished with five 

spray coats of Target Finishes 

EM2000 water based varnish. 

Steve’s table reflected advanced 

woodworking skills and a high 

degree of craftsmanship.
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Have you developed a routine for finishing? Do you have 
a few practiced steps using a favorite varnish or oil? If 

so the distinctive look to your finished projects may be your 
signature finish. Many years ago, when I was introducing my 
work to an antique dealer, he said “I like your finish.” It had 
not occurred to me that the finishing steps that I had developed 
would result in a distinctive look that the customer would request 
again and again. And he did. 

Multiple applications of one type of finish simplifies a routine, 
but your options increase by adding a penetrating sealer for depth, 
color to tone the top coats, and a choosing the level of sheen for 
the finished look. 

Depth—Depth of finish can be achieved in a few ways. The most 
common is to thin the first coat to increase penetration of the 
finish into the wood fibers. Another routine uses a first coat of a 
drying oil. Be sure to allow plenty of time for the oil to dry before 
topcoating and you may want to add a barrier coat of dewaxed 
shellac between your oil and finish topcoats. Shellac itself is 

often a good choice for providing depth. A one pound cut will 
penetrate well. 

Tone—If you have the basic wood color you want, whether natural 
or stained, the finish can be enhanced with a little color added to 
your topcoats. For shellacs and waterborne finishes, a few drops 
of Transtint colors are useful. For most varnishes, a little oil based 
stain will accentuate the finish. Practice on scrap boards to see if 
the addition of color gives the look you want. 

Sheen—Many brands of finish are made with two or three levels 
of gloss that will satisfy your personal preference or help to 
coordinate your finish with other finishes in a room. Traditionally, 
gloss finishes were rubbed down to the desired sheen. It’s a 
difficult process, and using premixed matte, satin, or gloss 
finish is often more practical. The only exception I find is when 
using waterborne finishes. Because waterborne dries to a cooler 
sheen than solvent type finishes, it’s worth the time to rub gloss 
waterborne for a softer appearance. 

Here are a three finish possibilities. You can modify these 
formulas by using your favorite ingredients and experimenting 
with application techniques.

Turps/Oil/Varnish—In my classes and demonstrations, people often 
say that they are familiar with a mixture of equal parts turpentine, 
boiled linseed oil, and urethane. A variation that gives a little 
more body and sheen is to use approximately 30% turpentine, 
20% pure tung oil, and 50% gloss varnish. Turpentine is a rich 
solvent and you may want to treat yourself to English distilled 
turpentine, available at art supply stores. It flows better and smells 
better. While you are at the art store pick up a few small tubes 

Signature Finish

finishing basics by Gary WooD

Creating a
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of oil paint. Small amounts of these concentrated colors can be 
used to tint your turps/oil/varnish mixture. I prefer pure tung oil 
for its durability and it is less prone to yellowing than linseed oil. 
Good quality varnishes like Behlen or Fiddes are better than most 
of the hardware store varieties because like tung oil, they don’t 
yellow much over time. To this 30/20/50 formula you may want 
to add a little Japan drier. It is possible to saturate the surface with 
this finish and wipe off the excess, but I find that multiple thin 
coats can be wiped on without the messy removal step. 

Oil/Shellac/Wax—When tabletop durability is not needed, the 
traditional finish of shellac and wax gives a natural look. Wiping 
on a preliminary coat of drying oil before applying shellac will 
give the finish more depth. Almost any oil can be used, but boiled 
linseed oil will give you a predictable drying time, typically 24 
hours. Follow the oiling-in step with two to three coats of shellac. 
Shellac comes in a few colors in the natural waxy grade—for this 
finish, dewaxed shellac is unnecessary. After a day or more, rub 
the surface smooth and apply paste wax. As a signature finish this 
is one that you can burnish to the gloss you like. The earlier you 
apply the wax, the more it combines with the shellac and lowers 
the gloss a bit. If you let the shellac cure for about a week before 
waxing, it can be buffed to a higher sheen. 

Enhanced Waterborne Finish—Ease of application and low toxicity 
make waterborne finishes useful, but for many of us the look is 
compromised by the cold and plastic quality. You can overcome 
the bland coolness of waterborne finish by first applying a coat 
or two of dewaxed shellac. Be sure to choose the dewaxed type to 
insure good adhesion of topcoats. Clear or tinted shellac can be 
used as desired and just a few hours of dry time are needed before 
applying waterborne finish. If the effect is still a little cold, add 
some amber dye to your waterborne finish coats. Aniline powders 
or Transtint work well. After the final coat has dried about 24 
hours, you can wax the finish to give a softer looking sheen. As 
an alternative, sprinkle a small amount of pumice on the surface, 
soak a cotton cloth with walnut oil, and rub briskly. The trick 
is to start this polishing when the finish is well dried, but not 
fully cured. For waterborne finish, that is about 24 hours. Wipe 
it down well until there is no noticeable oil film. The oil will be 
worked slightly into the finish to soften the sheen and give it a 
more natural look. 

Two final thoughts for creating a signature finish relate 
to choosing your wood and sanding the surface. A distinctive 
finish on a grainless piece of wood will deflect attention from 
the visually boring surface, but the finish can only do so much. 
Choosing wood that has some grain pattern or even a few defects 
will contribute to the visual interest of the finished piece. 

The other factor that always enhances a finish is to sand the 
raw wood and finish coats as smoothly as possible. We tend to 
think that a great finish is visual, but how many times have you 
seen a friend or customer run their hand over the finish to feel the 
surface quality? A silky smooth surface will always be admired as 
part of your distinctive finish. 

Tung Oil / Varnish / Turpentine

Linseed Oil / Wax / Shellac

Dewaxed Shellac / Waterbourne Finish / Walnut Oil
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Fast Forward—Mentoring Makers was the name of an exhibit 

at 49 South Main St, Concord. It’s all about encouraging and 

educating the next generation, something we all need to be thinking 

about. 

Long ago the path to becoming a furnituremaker was direct—you 

apprenticed to a master. With school shop classes all but eliminated, 

and fewer fathers or uncles tinkering in the basement, there are no 

longer as many sparks to ignite a passion for working wood. Some 

excellent private woodworking schools try to fill this void, but their 

costs along with expenses for wood and even the basic tools puts 

them well beyond the reach of a maker starting out. Mentoring 

has proven to be a powerful path to fast forward this small but 

determined next generation of makers, by matching them to a 

seasoned maker. 

During the past two years I have been mentoring emerging 

makers in my shop in Thetford Center, VT. This past year, nine makers, 

most in their early thirties, came to my shop once a month to talk 

about issues of design, technique, working with clients, or any other 

topics they were curious about. There was no cost other than a 

commitment to be there and to contribute to the group. They came 

with varied skills, but each is or wants to be a professional. Their focus 

was on a specific piece they built during the year, which encouraged 

practical discussions and specific demonstrations of skills they 

needed or wanted to learn about. 

The idea for such a group was the inspiration of a patron 

working with the NH Furniture Masters. He wanted to make sure 

furnituremaking would stay vibrant and essential skills passed on.

Fast Forward is an exhibition of many of the pieces built during 

this period. A few of these makers have been to formal schools 

such as North Bennet Street School in Boston or the Vermont 

Woodworking School in northwestern Vermont. School shop 

class, working as carpenters, or by chance taking a job with a 

shop shaving by Garrett Hack

Mentoring Makers

We split a red oak log and steam bent the parts for a chair.

Fast Forward—Mentoring Makers
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Using a chest I was working on to explain about 
drawer construction and support.

furnituremaker has inspired others. One was in the 

army for ten years and flew helicopters in Iraq, one 

worked and studied in Japan, one was successful in 

business and another is a design professional. All of 

them wanted to be creative and work with their hands. 

What shines through their work in this show is their 

ingenuity and determination to do that.

This mentoring opportunity has not only taught 

them new skills, but also given them the opportunity 

to become part of a small and supportive community. 

In keeping with learning essential skills, this group 

set up the show, painted and placed risers, and wrote 

artist statements—some for the first time. Making 

good work is important, but learning to promote and 

sell it is also. The hope of their show was to encourage 

and inspire these and other younger makers. 

The makers were—Thomas Latourelle (Norwich, VT), 

Ken Zahn (Bow Center, NH), Jeremy Zietz (Shrewsbury, 

VT), Pete Michelinie (Bridgewater, VT), Chris Bowlen 

(Dorset, VT), Alicia Dietz (Richmond, VT), Brian 

McAlpine (Boston, MA), and Oliver Strand (Boston, MA). 

Fast Forward ran through November 12, 2013. Fast Forward exhibition at the NH Furniture Masters Gallery in Concord, NH.
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Through the Looking Glass—Alicia Dietz

Ash, black dye, liming wax accents the straight grain lines of the ash.

This particular piece is not for sale, but a similar custom table 

can be made for $3,800. This is my price so I’m not sure how that 

works with this gallery… if they take commissions how they work it if 

someone wants a modification of the table made, etc. I will adjust the 

price to gallery pricing if needed.

The design of Through the Looking Glass focused on simple lines 

and negative space, both working with each other to create shadows 

that are just as unique as the tables themselves. The interlacing 

fingers allow the two tables to come together in a variety of ways, 

giving the user the flexibility to customize the way they look. 

 Garrett’s thoughts about the process…

Alicia came with a sketch of spring-like forms supporting glass 

tops. The challenge was how to build the curved parts with an 

incremental increase in diameter. Lamination seemed the logical 

route (she had tried steam bending with uneven results), and to 

build a simple form where the supports for the lamination could be 

detached and moved outward with each new bend.

Ken Zahn

I made a few chairs, but was really happy with this 

stool I created, which ended up in the show down at 

the Smile Building. It is curly walnut, danish cord and 

finished with shellac. 

Jeremy Zietz, MakerPete E. Michelinie, Furniture Maker

Fast Forward—Mentoring Makers
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Brian McAlpine, MakerOliver Strand, Maker

Thomas Latourelle

The opportunity to learn from a master craftsman for the price of 

gas and the commitment to attend regular meetings is rare. For 

me, participation in such a mentorship program is rooted in a brief 

parking lot conversation. I recognized Garrett Hack and introduced 

myself.

Some four years later, that conversation has proved to be 

incredibly instrumental in my development into the kind of furniture 

maker I was hoping to become. My problem at the time was trying 

to find an environment and learning opportunities to foster the 

transition. Although I had been accepted at a formal furniture 

program, it was not an option due to various logistics. The mentorship 

program through the NH Furniture Masters has been a bridge 

between my previous training and the work that I have always hoped 

to do. 

I’m sure that the NHFMA mentorship program has been helpful 

to all participants in vastly different ways. For me, the program 

combined with my extended relationship with Garrett has proven to 

be my equivalent to a degree in furnituremaking. 

The past few years have given me the opportunity to transition 

the way I work. I have been able to make the necessary commitment 

to learn how to effectively and efficiently integrate the extensive 

use of hand tools into my work. This was very important to me given 

my background in residential cabinetry, which relies primarily on 

machines. 

The mentorship program provided an atmosphere in which 

we could fully develop design ideas and gave us all a forum for 

tremendous feedback. We were introduced to new techniques and 

everyone was pushed to think about things outside their comfort 

zones. All it took was the gathering of people with different strengths, 

similar goals and a mentor to facilitate everything.

The whole process has taught me to build pieces physically light 

in weight but strongly and durably constructed. I now try to design 

more by eye and feel than with the use of a tape measure, trying not 

to concern myself with measurements unless they are absolutely 

critical. As a result, my designing and making process has become 

more fluid. 

The program fills a large void in the available educational 

opportunities for younger makers and provides a unique setting in 

which to learn, unlike any other opportunity for emerging makers.  

Fast Forward—Mentoring Makers
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My simple storage box turned into unnecessarily complex—a 

phenomenon that all woodworkers can relate to. For 

example, I added a beaded profile along the edges with scratch 

stock—and had to make the scratch stock first. And rather than 

glue up four thin boards as a solid piece for the bottom, I decided to 

shiplap and bevel the individual boards.

Design—The design for this storage box is based on an antique Shaker 

box, the original of which has dovetailed corners and a drawer pull to 

make the stackable boxes easier to pull down from a shelf.

I simplified the design by using rabbeted corners and omitting 

the drawer pull. However, I kept the beads at the top and bottom of 

each side board and along the edge of the lid. The bottom boards are 

beveled and slide into grooves, and the lid is rabbeted and fitted to 

the inside dimensions of the box.

The outer dimensions of the box, not including the lid, are 

15˝ x 13˝ x 61/2˝. The boards are a little thinner than 3/4˝ thick, and the 

beads are approximately 3/8˝.

Bottom Boards—The four separate boards look okay inside the box, 

but the bottom looks a little odd. Either one glued-up, beveled board 

or two sets of beveled boards with shiplap would have looked nicer. 

Finding a way to hold each board securely while planing the bevels 

was tricky. So, when I finished the boards for this box, I decided to 

build a shooting board so that the next storage box will move along 

more quickly (in theory).

There is nothing fancy or clever about my shooting board. It’s 

comprised of three pieces—plywood for the base, scrap for the cleat, 

and a squared-up piece of hardwood with bevel for the fence. I used 

one of the boards that I had already beveled as a template for the 

fence. Then I used a carcase saw to remove the majority of the waste 

from the bevel. I attached the fence to the baseboard with screws and 

used a handplane to finish the bevel.

To use the jig, lay your workpiece alongside the fence with the 

ends aligned and mark the bevel with a pencil. Transfer the marks to 

the top, sides, and front edge of the workpiece so you can easily see 

the waste area. Use a handsaw to remove the bulk of the waste, then 

push the workpiece against the fence and plane across the grain until 

you are close to your pencil marks. At this point, slide the workpiece 

forward and plane with the grain until you reach your layout lines.

Beaded Profiles—I love scratch stock. It excels at getting into places 

that a router can’t reach. Scratch stock also enables you to create your 

own profiles and saves you from having to buy expensive router bits.

In some instances, however, scratch stock falls short. If you need 

a really large profile, scratch stock will not work as well as moulding 

planes or router bits. And end grain. Scratch stock and end grain do 

not play nicely together.

Storage Box

by Kari Hultman

Using hand tools to make box 
bottoms and beaded profiles.
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When I first started making this storage box, I made a scratch 

stock for the bead because my moulding plane was being fussy. The 

scratch stock worked great until I glued up the box and tried to finish 

the profile on the short pieces of end grain. It was like trying to push a 

St. Bernard through a cat door. Backwards.

That’s when I glanced over at the box’s lid, which required the 

same moulding and is a solid piece of wood. Meaning, two long 

edges are end grain. Ugh.

Back to the moulding plane. I spent more time sharpening the 

blade and was finally able to unfussy it. It performed splendidly on 

the end grain of the lid.

However, I wasn’t able to use it on the small bits of end grain on 

the boxes because the scratch stock profile was a bit smaller than 

the moulding plane—they didn’t match. That meant the end grain 

needed to be shaped by hand. A few moments with a gent’s saw, 

chisel, and file, and the profiles matched up fairly well.

On all surfaces, there are 8 coats of blonde shellac rubbed smooth 

with 0000 steel wool, and a coat of dark paste wax on the outside 

surfaces.

I had planned to drive some antique nails into the corners for an 

antique appearance and to reinforce the structure, but I just couldn’t 

bring myself to pound nails into that gorgeous Pennsylvania cherry. 

You can’t get much more basic than this design, but wood has a way 

of making simple projects attractive. 

The four boards that make up the bottom of the box are shiplapped and beveled.

The bevel shooting 
board is made from three 
pieces—a plywood base, 
a keel that clamps into 
a vise and fence with a 
beveled edge.

To make the jig, I transferred the bevel 
angle to the fence and rough cut the shape 
with my monster carcase saw.
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Use screws to attach the fence to the base board at 
90° to the edge, then plane the bevel to the pencil 
line.

Mark the fence’s bevel angle on your workpiece, 
then transfer the mark to both sides and front 
edge of the workpiece.

Rough-cut the workpiece with a handsaw, 
then hold it against the fence as you plane 
the bevel across the grain.

Slide the board forward and plane the last 
few passes with the grain.

The moulding plane worked great 
once it was sharpened correctly and 
the planets were aligned.

Now for the beading. I love scratch stock!Beveled bottom board.

A sacrificial board took the hit from tearout, so 
the end of the lid remained crisp.
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Here’s the problem—scratch stock doesn’t work 
well on end grain & the moulding plane’s profile 
does not match the scratch stock profile.

That means shaping by hand. 
First, I sawed the walls of the groove.

I removed the waste between the saw cuts with  
a teeny swan neck chisel…

…and used a thin file to clean up the groove.

I shaped the curves with a chisel and refined the shape with the scratch stock and a small file.
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These are the skills required to turn raw lumber into precisely 
dimensioned parts using hand tools. When combined 

with hand-cut joinery, they allow you to turn any space into a 
workshop, no power required.

It’s a two-stage process—rough cutting and fine 
dimensioning—where handsaws and hand planes work as a team. 
Full size handsaws quickly break a board down to manageable 
pieces, without worrying about accuracy. Hand planes and 
smaller handsaws bring them to final, accurate dimensions.

You can pick the tolerance you work to based on your skill 
level. It doesn’t take long to be working to the nearest 1/64˝ or 
tighter. People tend to assume hand tools are crude, but they 
work to a fantastic degree of precision. And adjusting the fit of 
a piece is very easy. You can reduce any dimension by 1/1000˝ at a 
time with a plane.

While I’m working with easy white pine here, the processes are 
the same for all woods, no matter how hard. Some just require 
more effort. No single step takes very long. Pace yourself and take 
breaks. Slow and steady wins the race.

None of the steps here are particularly difficult. Working one 
piece at a time, you can pace yourself to complete a whole stack 
of parts. Getting the fine control down is a matter of practice. It’s 
worth investing in a couple boards just to practice breaking them 
down and dimensioning them, without worrying about a specific 
project.

Here in Part 1 I’ll cover the tools and the first stage, 
breaking boards down. In Part 2 I’ll cover the second stage, fine 
dimensioning.

The Tools
•	 The	recommended	tools	(Photos	1-5)
•	 Full	size	crosscut	handsaw	(26˝-28˝,	6-8	ppi)
•	 Full	size	ripsaw	(26˝-28˝,	6-8	ppi)
•	 Crosscut	backsaw	(10˝-16˝,	12-14	ppi)
•	 Long	flattening	plane	(#6	fore	plane	or	#7	jointer)
•	 Medium	jack	plane	(#5)
•	 Short	smoothing	plane	(#3	or	#4)
•	 Sawbench	or	pair	of	sawhorses
•	 Pair	of	bench	hooks
•	 Shooting	board
•	 Marking	gauge
•	 Square
•	 Marking	knife	(chip	carving	knife	or	dedicated	marking	knife)

You don’t have to match this list exactly. Variations can 
certainly get the job done. For instance you might have shorter 
panel saws (18˝-24˝), or do all your crosscutting without a 
backsaw. You might have a #8 jointer, or a #2 smoother, or prefer 
to do everything with a low-angle jack.

There are two secrets to success. First and most obvious, the 
tools must be sharp. Learn how to sharpen your own saws and 
planes. Second, lubricate the bearing surfaces as you work. Apply 
a scribble of wax or a light wipe of oil periodically to the saw sides 
and plane beds.

For wax, use beeswax or paraffin blocks, paste wax on a rag, or 
even the edge of a candle. For oil, use a moistened rag or wipe the 
tools across an oil wick (a rolled up rag in a can or jar, the exposed 
end moistened with oil). Some people use boiled linseed oil, but 

Dimensioning Lumber
Part 1

Hand Tools

close grain by Steve branaM

A two part series on how to use hand planes, hand 
saws, a sawbench & bench accessories to do basic 
dimensioning tasks—no power required.
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that poses the risk of spontaneous combustion in used rags, so 
others prefer a light machine oil.

Sharp tools that move smoothly are a joy to use.

Rip vs. Crosscut Saws
Rip and crosscut saws are almost identical. The difference is in 

the way the teeth are filed and the resulting cutting action. They’re 
measured in points per inch (ppi). A small number means large 
teeth for faster cut. A large number means small teeth for finer 
cut. Note that I’m talking about Western style push saws here. 
Japanese pull saws have similar concepts, but different details.

Rip teeth are filed straight across, with an almost vertical 
leading edge. They act like tiny chisels cutting with the grain, 
chiseling out tiny chunks between the fibers of the wood. Only 
the forward stroke cuts.

Crosscut teeth are filed at opposing angles on two faces, with 
a raked back leading edge. They act like tiny single-edge knives 
cutting across the grain, severing the fibers of the wood. Both the 
forward and back strokes cut.

Both types have set to the teeth, meaning alternating teeth are 
bent slightly outward. This adds enough width to the kerf to clear 
sawdust and keep the saw from binding.

Learn to recognize the difference by sight. It’s instructive to 
deliberately use the wrong saw for the wrong cut to see how 
differently they behave. Using a full-size ripsaw to crosscut jams 
up almost immediately as the teeth catch across the fibers; forcing 
it just results in an ugly tearing cut. Using a crosscut saw to rip 
goes a little better, but soon binds in the cut.

If a saw suddenly seems to be doing a terrible job, you probably 
picked up the wrong one by mistake. As you get to really small 
teeth, 12ppi or finer, a ripsaw is able to crosscut more effectively, 
so may be able to do double duty.

Long vs. Medium vs. Short Planes
A plane’s function is dictated by its length, and its order of use 

is dictated by its function.
The longer a plane is, the more it rides across the high spots 

and shaves them down to an even surface. The shorter it is, the 
more it follows the existing contours of the surface.

1 2

3

4

Planes,	front	to	back—#4	smoother,	#5	jack,	#7	jointer.

Plane	irons,	left	to	right—#7	with	corners	rounded	off	to	
avoid	plane	tracks,	#5	cambered	to	8˝	radius	for	heavy	stock	
removal,	#4	with	corners	rounded	off.

Saws, top to bottom—8ppi crosscut, 6ppi rip, 13ppi crosscut 
backsaw.

Bench accessories, clockwise from top left—winding sticks, 
shooting board, bench hooks.

So longer planes are more suited to flattening, while shorter 
planes are more suited to fine smoothing without significantly 
changing the flatness. I use medium length planes for stock 
removal.

The order of operations is stock removal, followed by 
flattening, followed by smoothing to final surface, so the order of 
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use is medium plane (jack), long plane (jointer), and short plane 
(smoother).

Stock removal means removing wood fast, without worrying 
about appearance. The medium plane with cambered iron is very 
effective for this. The cambering (curved profile, see Photo 2, 
center) allows you to set it for an aggressive cut, taking thick chips 
that feather off on the sides. You can take an edge down by 1/4˝ or 
a surface down by 1/8˝ in seconds this way.

The resulting surface is rough and deeply scalloped. The long 
plane quickly flattens it. The first few passes just nip off the high 
spots, but subsequent passes begin to take off full shavings.

Once the surface is flat, the short plane set very fine gives it 
a final satiny surface. For both flattening and smoothing planes, 
round the corners of the irons so they don’t dig in and leave plane 
tracks in the wood as you make overlapping passes (see Photo 2, 
left and right).

The depth of cut on each plane is like a manual gear shift on 
a car. Don’t just set it once and forget it. Adjust it continuously 
to take heavier or lighter shavings as needed. Clean and oil the 
threaded adjuster so you can change it with a rolling flick of the 
thumb or finger.

The chips from the medium plane will be 5 to 20 times 
the thickness of the shavings of the long plane, which will be 
2 to 5 times the thickness of the shavings from the short plane. 
For speed and efficiency, use whichever tools takes the biggest 
bite without going past the line you’re working to, then switch to 
the finer tool to clean up.

Breaking Lumber Down
Break a board down to rough parts in two stages. First deal 

with the big pieces on the saw bench or sawhorses. Then deal 
with the smaller pieces at the workbench, using the bench hooks 
or the vise.

Lay out your cut lines on the board with chalk or a lumber 
crayon (Photo 6). Plan the rips and crosscuts to get the most out 
of your board working around any defects like knots or splits.

Allow some extra margin in each dimension, since these 
are rough cuts that will need to be cleaned up with the planes. 
Reasonable total margins are 1/2˝ to 1˝ in length, 1/8˝ to 1/2˝ in 
width. The fine dimensioning steps will deal with these easily.

Smaller margin means less to remove in the finer stages of 
work, while larger margin gives you more leeway to deal with 
problems. Work to a margin appropriate to your skill level. As 
your skill improves, you can bring it in tighter.

I generally err on the larger side; you’re going to be trimming 
off some excess in the fine dimensioning no matter what. The 
worst thing you can do is have to scrap a piece because you cut 
too tight and didn’t leave enough margin to plane it smooth.

Sawing Body Mechanics
Controlling a saw of any size is a matter of maintaining 

alignment with your body. Your body position and the multiple 
joints of your arm all affect it.

Stand to the side of the cut to provide clearance for your arm 
to move back and forth. Your wrist and the toe of the saw (the 
far end) should move back and forth on a straight line with your 

5

6

7

Sawbench.

Board marked out to rough dimensions for a series of 
crosscuts and rips. Note defects circled, waste areas 
marked with X’s.

Crosscutting on the sawbench. Note the finger extended 
trigger style. This grip helps maintain control with both 
saws and planes. The handles are therefore sized for three 
fingers, not four.
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shoulder, keeping your elbow in the same plane. Kicking your 
elbow out or hugging it in, or trying to hold the saw at some off 
angle will throw the cut off.

Sight down across the back of the saw to line it up to the cut, 
plumb and aligned. This is similar to sighting down a rifle or 
bow and arrow to aim it. Use the full length of the saw in steady 
strokes and allow gravity and the teeth to do their work. You don’t 
need a lot of down force on it.

Crosscutting
Unless you need to rip down the entire length of a board, 

start out with crosscuts to break the big awkward piece down 
to manageable size using the crosscut saw. Lay the board on the 
sawbench with the cut line just past the end and kneel on it with 
a leg to hold it down (Photo 7). If the offcut will be long, it helps 
to have another sawbench or pair of sawhorses to catch it.

Since I’m right handed, I kneel with my left leg. That provides 
clearance on my sawing side so I don’t get in my own way.

With the saw plumb and aligned to the cut, pinch your fingers 
on the edge of the board at the line to act as a guide and use a 
nibbling action back and forth to start the kerf. Then clamp the 
board down to the bench with your hand and saw at about a 
45° angle.

As you reach the end of the cut, grasp the offcut and raise 
the saw angle for a light, clean finish. The main thing to avoid is 
having the piece fall and tear a big splinter off.

Remember this is rough cutting, so perfection of cut is not 
your goal. You just want to separate the pieces. Ragged cuts, off 
alignment, out of plumb can all be corrected as long as you stay 
within your margin.

Ripping
Ripping with a rip saw is much like crosscutting, except that 

you need to slide the board forward as you progress through the 
cut (Photo 8). I hold it down it with my right knee so I have 
clearance on my right side. Again, an additional support helps as 
more and more length hangs over the sawbench.

Hold the saw plumb and aligned to the cut. Pinch your thumb 
and finger over the edge at the end of the board to act as a guide. 
Use a nibbling action to start the cut. Saw steadily at about 45°.

The two main differences from crosscutting are in maintaining 
the cut and completing it. Crosscuts are usually short enough 
that they don’t get too far out of alignment, but long rips can 
start to wander.

The trick is to steer the saw like you steer a car. As you drive, 
you don’t hold the steering wheel dead in one position, you 
constantly adjust it to the road and the tracking of the car. Even 
going straight, you steer a little left, a little right to maintain 
direction.

The spring steel of a good ripsaw lets you to do the same thing. 
This allows you to rip a 1˝ strip off an 8´ long board. If the cut 
starts to wander, drop the angle of the saw and pull it to the side, 
flexing it back toward the line as you continue sawing (Photo 9). 
Once it’s back on track, straighten it back out and resume sawing 
at the normal angle. If you overcorrect, just steer it back the other 
way.

8

9

Ripping on the sawbench.

Steering the saw to correct a long rip.
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This kind of correction leaves humps and dips in the cut edge, 
but they clean up quickly with the long plane—remember its 
function is to flatten, or in this case, straighten. This is why you 
leave yourself some margin commensurate with your skill. Need 
a lot of correction? Leave a lot of margin. Even the ugliest cut will 
clean up quickly with the medium plane set for an aggressive cut.

To finish, reverse the board to the other end and cut from 
there until the two cuts meet somewhere around the middle. If 
the first cut starts to go really bad, you can switch to the other end 
sooner as a major correction.

For thick stock, mark the cut line on both faces of the board, 
and repeatedly flip the board to the opposite face as you progress. 
This allows you to correct for the saw being out of plumb or the 
thickness taking the underside of the cut off course as the saw 
flexes.

Ripping Small Pieces
Once you’ve broken the board down to pieces too small to 

work on the sawbench, do the rest of the sawing at the bench. 
To rip small pieces, hold the work upright in the vise (Photo 10). 
Saw as before. Flip the piece over to cut from the other end and 
meet in the middle. I like to drop to one knee to get a good angle, 
but you can also do it standing upright.

An alternate work-holding method is to clamp the piece along 
the front edge of the benchtop, then saw with a double-handed 
upright stance (Photo 11) or from the side. This also works for 
long rips if you find leaning over the sawbench hurts your back. 
You can even do crosscutting this way.

Crosscutting Small Pieces
To crosscut small pieces, hold the work on a pair of bench 

hooks. Spread them apart to give better support. The front of the 
hook catches the front of the workbench, and the back catches 
the workpiece. Lean into the piece with your free hand to hold it 
in place (Photo 12).

Use the backsaw, since this is smaller and lighter work. But 
don’t worry about accuracy, because this is still rough cutting.

Resawing
When you need thin parts, such as drawer sides or dividers, 

rather than wasting enormous amounts of material by planing 
down to the desired thickness, resaw your stock. Resawing is 
ripping across the width rather than across the thickness (Photo 
13). It’s the most laborious operation you’ll do, so get the pieces 
down as small as possible first, to rough length and width. Then 
the work is manageable.

Allow plenty of margin, because you’ll end up with rough 
surfaces that will need to be planed down. The saw can also bow 
inside the cut if you try to saw too aggressively, creating a thin 
spot in one side and a thick spot in the other, all requiring more 
planing down to flat. As you get good at it, you’ll be able to resaw 
the resawn parts even thinner.

Scribe a line at the desired thickness (plus margin) all the way 
around the workpiece. Secure it in the vise with a corner sticking 
up. Start ripping at the this corner just like a normal rip. The key 
here is to align the saw to the cut on both the edge and end grain. 

10

11

12

Ripping a small piece in the vise using a double-handed 
grip.

An alternate ripping setup. This works for large or small 
pieces.

Crosscutting a piece on the bench hooks.
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Sight down over the back of the saw to the teeth and align them 
to the two scribed lines.

Alternately drop the angle of the saw to extend the cut along 
the top edge and then raise it to go down the end grain. Keep a 
close eye on it, especially where the far teeth exit the cut. If it’s 
going well, you can keep doing this until the cut reaches all the 
way across the end grain to the adjacent corner, or you can flip 
the piece over to start anew from that corner and have the two 
corner cuts meet.

From there, repeatedly flip the piece and cut a little more, flip 
and cut. This allows you to keep it under control and correct 
for any wander quickly. It also reduces the effort required to 
cut. Each time you flip the piece, you start cutting the tip of the 
triangle formed by the previous diagonal cut, so it’s much easier 
than sawing the full length of the diagonal.

Once you get near the end, you can drop the saw down and 
go along the edge to connect the near corner, or simply start fresh 
from these corners. Either way, reverse the board to work on 
the other end, and everything meets somewhere roughly in the 
middle. Each of the four corners allows you to get a fresh start on 
the cut if it starts to go bad.

Light pressure and frequent flipping give the best results, as 
well as frequent lubrication. 

Bob Oswald replies: Easy to remove and durable for the job are often 
mutually exclusive. Contact cement is the best and it can be hard 
to removed. But mine come off well with products like Goof Off, 
available at Rockler, etc. Unfortunately it’s not conducive to easy 
swapping of disks. I usually run about 80 grit all the time and use 
the sander more for shaping than finish sanding. Finish sanding 
is much better done by hand or with random orbit palm sanders. 
Be sure to clean the disk often with a rubber cleaning stick. And 
use light pressure and movement, especially on gummy woods 
like cherry and maple. With proper use and care, I’ve had a disk 
last a year. I love my 12˝ disk. 

Steve Costain replies: I use peel and stick discs from McMaster 
Carr, they don’t come off easy, but they do not need cement. 
When its time to change the disc out, I peel a section back and 
stick a piece of paper between the platen and the disc and rotate 
the disc and peel another section. If there is any residue left over I 
use acetone to clean it up.

gLue for stoPPers—What is the best type of glue for attaching 
silicon bottle stoppers to wood dowels. I’ve tried CA glue but it doesn’t 
work that well.—Tony Immorlica

Peter James replies: The problem may not be the adhesive, but the 
surface perpetration of the silicon surface. It may need to be cleaned. 
One product often mentioned for this is Comet Bathroom Cleaner. 
Another is ketone solvent.

Bob Oswald replies: CA glue has pretty specialized applications and 
this would not be one of them. Gorilla glue bonds anything to 
anything, as they claim. And I’ve had good results with it.

Steve Costain replies: I’ve tried CA glue but it doesn’t work that 
well. I would try a silicone based adhesive, think silicone caulking.

brightening WooD—I have some raised panel wainscoting 
which is quite dull. What would be the best way to give them a little 
brightening?—Jim Hamilton

Bruce hamilton replies: Wax is the quickest way to improve the 
appearance of any surface. Shoe polish is a good wax to use. Apply 
just like you would on shoes. Remove the excess with a traditional 
shoe brush and follow up with a soft cloth to give the surface its 
final sheen.

Richard Oedel replies: It really depends on the brightness of the 
underlying finish, but in general you can try a good quality 
paste wax—and you don’t have to do the entire panel, just the 
flat surface. In fact, the contrast between a duller molded shape 
and the brighter flat surface will enhance the apparent brightness. 
What paste wax? You can try a standard butchers wax (which 
contains carnauba wax) and do one flat surface of the panel at 
a time. Or you can go directly to an automotive wax, which 
is designed for car finishes, but which I find is more highly 
developed than products made for wooden furniture. 

Q&a conTinuEd

13

Resawing a piece for thin stock after getting it down to 
minimum size, again using a double-handed grip.
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Turning 
Federal Reeded Legs

by bruCe WedloCk

When the New Hampshire Guild’s Period Furniture Group 
was formed a couple of years ago, the members agreed to 

build Federal style tables to learn the decorative skills of inlay and 
stringing. Having built a couple of simpler tables, I decided now 
was the time to tackle a work table in the Federal style for my wife, 
who is an avid knitter and stitcher. Many of the originals sported 
turned, tapered reeded legs, which would be a new challenge for 
me.

The method of forming the tapered reeds, popular with masters 
like Alan Breed and Phil Lowe, uses a simple scratch stock with 
the leg mounted in a lathe or jig. This method is described in Fine 
Woodworking No. 163, pg 62–65. Phil Lowe has a Fine Woodworking 
video showing a complete leg construction in detail at 
www.finewoodworking.com/subscription/sheraton-leg-video-series. 
You will need to log in to your FWW account to view this.

There are two methods for cutting the reeds in a leg: using 
a router or a scratch stock in a jig. Both are described well in 
FWW. One router method is covered in No. 138, pg 56–57, and 
I showed it this jig the PFG meeting in September 2009. I was 
not happy with the results, so I set about finding a better method.

The May 2009 Woodshop News (pg 39) also had an article 
on a jig for reeding tapered legs, but with little detail included. 
However, it did advance the concept of separating the bottom 
of the taper from the foot with a dowel joint, which greatly 

simplifies the transition from the longitudinal tapered reeds to 
the transverse bead on the foot. Why not do it at both ends of the 
tapered section, dividing the leg into three parts? An additional 
advantage is that if one part is not satisfactory, only that part 
needs to be redone; the whole leg doesn’t have to be scrapped.

Fortuitously for my table project, FWW published an article 
on this technique in September 2010, No. 214, pg 70–75. The 
reeding jig’s design was well described, so I set out to try this 
method. Along the way I found the need to explore the reed 
geometry and to make several gauges to accomplish the set-up 
accuracy required for perfect reeds—information missing in the 
FWW article. We will discuss these techniques here.

Leg Parts
The three parts of the leg are shown above. The top (pilaster 

end) and foot are conventional turnings with a bored mortise 
on the mating end of each. The centered tapered section has 
turned tenons to mate with the top and foot. Note how cleanly 
the tapered reeds dive into the surface of the bead. This is a major 
time saver over hand scraping the reeds and carving the interface

Tapered Reed Geometry
For a good result it is essential to understand the geometry 

of the reeded leg. The detailed calculations are available by 

This article first appeared in the June, 2011 issue of 
The Old Saw. Edited by Michael Brown.
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request at wedlock@alum.mit.edu, but for our purposes, we will 
just use the results. For twelve semicircular reeds of diameter d 
close spaced around a circle, the overall diameter D is given by 
D = 4.74 x d. For example, if the reeds are 1/4˝ in diameter, then 
the outer diameter of the leg will be

D = 4.74 x 0.25˝ = 1.18˝

so a 11/4˝ upper diameter will work quite well. The factor 4.74 is 
for twelve reeds. This factor will be 3.41 for eight reeds, 4.08 for 
ten reeds and 6.03 for sixteen reeds.

The reeds will be routed with a point cutting round over bit. 
These are available with a radius from 1/16˝ to 1/2˝, but for tapered 
reeds 1/8˝ or 3/16˝ are most useful. The cutter radius R should be 
chosen as close to but greater than the largest reed radius, d/2, 
that you plan to cut. When the reed radius is less than the cutter 
radius, there will be small flats on the top of each reed which 
are easily smoothed by scraping and sanding. If the reed radius 
is greater than the cutter radius, the resulting reed shape will be 
like a Gothic arch and less than the desired leg diameter when 
rounded over.

A sketch of the routed reed when the cutter radius and reed 
radius are equal is shown at the right. The black line shows the 
desired reed shape, and the red line shows the actual cut. The red 
shaded area is the material that needs to be removed by scraping 
and sanding. The reason the cutter and reed of equal radius do 
not match exactly is that the cutter geometry is designed to cut 
on a flat surface, while leg reeds are cut on a cylindrical surface. 
This causes the reeds to ‘tip’ away from the cutter resulting in the 
red area.

As a rule of thumb, use a bit with a diameter equal to or larger 
than the largest expected reed diameter. We have already seen that 
a 1/4˝ reed results in a leg diameter of about 11/4˝, so a 1/8˝ radius bit 
should be used for legs up to this size. For legs between 11/4˝ and 
13/4˝, a 3/16˝ radius bit should be employed.

As the reeds taper, their diameter is correspondingly reduced. 
While the router bit will not change diameter, we can control the 
depth of the cut into the leg. As a rule of thumb, the depth of 
cut should match the reed’s radius, decreasing as the leg diameter 
decreases.. For example if the leg’s maximum diameter is 11/2˝, 
then the maximum reed radius r would be

r = 1.5˝/(4.74 x 2) = 1.5˝/9.58 = 0.158˝

The number 9.58 relates the leg diameter to the reed radius. 
Since the 3/16˝ bit cuts a maximum depth of 3/16˝ or 0.187˝, the 
initial bit depth at the top is set by raising it by the difference in 
these depths, 0.187˝ – 0.158˝ = 0.029˝. To woodworkers this may 
seem an impossible task. However, this is easily accomplished 
using the gauge system we describe below.

Rough Turning the Leg
Four legs will be installed and removed from the lathe several 

times during the reeding process in order to employ various setups. 
To guarantee they will be returned on the lathe axis exactly, file 

a notch in one blade of the live center so that the leg will be 
returned to the same location.

The top and foot of the leg are turned in the conventional 
manner. As a novice turner, I’ve never mastered small beads 
with the skew and these legs have lots of them. I purchased an 
Ashley Iles 1/4˝ bead forming tool from Craft Supplies USA which 
performed superbly. Forget the skew. Also, I obtained the Easy 
Wood Tools which also greatly improved my lathe skills. The 
beads and coves were now duck soup.

When turning the top and foot, be sure to have the mortise 
ends facing the tailstock. When the turning is finished, bore the 
mortises with a brad point bit mounted in the tailstock. The 
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cutters on good bits can extend to near the tip of the center point, 
making it swim around in the center hole left by the tailstock 
dead center. If this is the case, then remove the turning from 
the lathe and trim the end back to leave just a small dimple to 
accurately center the drill bit. I used a 1/2˝ drill for the foot and a 
5/8˝ drill for the top mortises.

For the reeded section you will need a rough leg blank at least 
4˝ longer than the expected reeded length. This is to allow for 
the dowel tenons after the reeded portion is finished. The blank’s 
square should be at least 3/8˝ larger than the final maximum 
diameter to allow for roughing to the starting diameter. Rough 
turn the leg to a straight cylinder.

Lay out the location of the top and bottom ends of the 
reeded section centered on the blank. You should have at least 
two inches extra for the dowel tenons on either end. Now use a 
parting tool to establish accurate cylinders equal to the finished 
leg diameter plus 1/32˝ at the top and bottom of the reeding. The 
extra 1/32˝ is to allow for stock removal during scratching and 
sanding. Now rough turn the taper to about 1/8˝ greater than the 
cylinder diameter using these cylinders as a guide. Putting a third 
diameter half-way down the reeded portion aids in turning the 
taper. This third diameter should be the average of the start and 
finish diameters. Continue the rough taper 1˝ past the starting 
and ending cylinder diameters.

Turn smaller diameters at each end for router bit clearance. 
They should be about 5/16˝ less than the finished top diameter and 
1/4˝ less than the finished bottom diameter. These are all shown 
in the photo above. Unlike the picture, continue this dowel to 
the tailstock center to permit the use of a gauge to monitor the 
diameter of the routed leg later. Repeat for the remaining three 
legs.

The Reeding Jig
The reeding jig is mounted on the lathe. A detailed sketch 

of the jig is found on pg 80 of FWW #214. All construction 
steps must be very precise, more typical of a machinist than a 
woodworker, in order that the reeds will be accurately cut.

A U-shaped, 3/4˝ Baltic birch plywood box about 20˝ long is 
centered on the lathe bed. Two vertically adjustable guide strips of 
1/2˝ MDF are mounted on the inner surfaces for the router to ride 
on. Their position controls the taper. The jig sides must gently 
grip the router base permitting no sideways motion.

The bottom of the jig is shown at the right. The two centering 
blocks fastened to the jig’s bottom position the jig precisely 

between the lathe ways. The two remaining blocks provide 
clamping to the ways. The centering blocks are fastened to the jig 
base after it has been centered on the lathe axis.

Centering the position of the jig on the lathe by direct 
measurement is difficult to get accurate. Because there is no room 
for a rule inside the box, we will accomplish the centering by 
using geometric symmetry. With the jig lightly clamped to the 
lathe ways and the guide strips removed (the router is centered 
on the jig walls), a wooden block is placed against the jig wall at 
one end and pressed into the lathe center to make a small dimple. 
The block’s reference edge (black stripe) is now positioned on the 
opposite jig wall and another dimple formed.

A resulting dimple pair is shown at the right. The reference edge 
is at the bottom. The dot pair at the right shows the difference in 
position of the jig walls from the lathe center. Move the jig’s end 
with a light tapping until the dimple pair are the same distance 
from the jig walls as shown by the left dot. Repeat the centering 
at the other end of the jig. With the jig now perfectly centered on 
the lathe axis, fasten the centering blocks to the jig’s bottom. Now 
when you reinstall the jig, it will be perfectly centered.

Replace the guide strips in preparation for routing the leg.

Reeding Jig Setup
Install the reeding jig on the lathe with a rough turned leg 

between centers. The next step is to set the guide rails for the 
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router to match the taper of the leg. This is accomplished with the 
guide rail gauge shown at the right. It is roughly a 2˝ x 4˝ piece 
of quarter inch hardwood. The critical dimension is the width, 
which should provide a firm, friction fit between the walls of the 
router jig. The notches are 3/4˝ wide by about 5/16˝ high. The edge 
between the notches is planed to about a 1/16˝ width to rest on the 
cylinder turning.

To set the guide rails, first mark the jig’s top edges at the 
location of the top and bottom cylinders cut for the rough 
turning. Insert the gauge as shown at the right with the narrow 
edge resting on the top turned cylinder. Raise the guide rails to 
touch the notches in the gauge and tighten. Repeat the steps at 
the lower turned cylinder and set the rails. They are now parallel 
to the desired taper of the leg. Double check these adjustments.

Router Setup
The point cutting round over bit must be centered over the 

lathe’s axis using the same method employed in centering the jig 
on the lathe. Insert the point cutting bit in the router and place 
one edge that will ride against the jig touching a fixed strip of 
wood. Lower the router to make the first dot. Then repeat for the 
opposite edge. Adjust the router base so the dots coincide. The bit 
will now be centered over the lathe’s axis.

Routing the Final Taper
Install a 3/4˝ flat bottom dado bit in the router. Set the depth 

of the bit below the router base to equal the height of the notches 
cut in the guide rail gauge. The bit will now cut to the exact 
surface of the turned cylinders. Place the router with the bit over 
the bottom dowel clearance area. Start both the lathe and the 
router. You will need to run the lathe at a minimum of 2000 
rpm to eliminate screw threads on your work. Run the router at 
top speed. Slowly and firmly push the router to the top of the 
leg’s dowel relief area keeping downward pressure on the guide 
rails. Replace the leg with another rough turned one, and rout the 
remaining three legs to their final taper.

Routing the Reeds
For our 11/4˝ legs we will use a 1/8˝ radius bit. Install it in the 

router and adjust the bit depth so that the top of the cutter radius 
just matches the guide rail notch. Since the starting reed radius 
matches the cutter radius, no depth correction is necessary at the 
top of the leg.

However, we do have to make a guide rail adjustment at the 
foot end, which is 7/8˝ in diameter, to compensate for the fact that 
the reed radius there is r = 0.875/9.58 = 0.092˝ or about 3/32˝. The 
depth of the bit penetration for a perfect reed is the reed radius. 
We have set the penetration at the top of the leg to be 0.125˝. If 
no correction is made, this penetration will be constant along the 
whole taper. But for a reed radius of 0.092˝ at the bottom, the 
penetration should be reduced to the reed radius at that end or 
0.092˝. If we raise the guide rails at the foot end by the difference 
in penetrations, 0.125 – 0.092 = 0.033˝, we will achieve the 
reduction in reed diameter resulting from the taper.

To raise the guide rails by 0.033˝ we will use the guide rail 
gauge and a feeler gauge set for 0.033˝. Insert the guide rail gauge 
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at the location of the foot end of the leg (marked on the jig) 
with the feeler gauge set for 0.033˝ between the leg and guide 
rail gauge, thereby raising it above the tapered leg. You can see 
the small amount the guide rail gauge is raised by the dark space 
between the gauge and the guide rail. Carefully move the guide 
rails up to touch the gauge, and the adjustment is complete.

To rout twelve reeds you will need to index your lathe in 
30° increments. If your lathe is equipped with an index feature, 
great. Mine was not so I made an index wheel from an outboard 
faceplate installed in the reverse direction to permit me to fasten 
the plate to the headstock with a flat head screw. The faceplate 
already had six holes, so I carefully laid out and drilled six more. 
I also needed a set screw to keep the faceplate fixed on the shaft. 
There is an alternate indexing jig shown in FWW #138, and the 
construction of a third shown in Lowe’s video referenced above.

Unplug your lathe for safety and set the index wheel for the 
first reed. With the router placed over the bit relief section at the 
foot, rout the first reed with a slow, firm motion of the router. Do 
not stop moving the router, or you will end up with burn marks 
on the reed. Reset the index and repeat until twelve reeds have 
been cut.

If all went well, you should have reeds ending at the top and 
bottom as shown below. These are straight off the router. After 
you rout the remaining legs, you can then remove the jig from 
the lathe.

You will now need to scrape and sand the reeds to obtain a 
pleasing shape. An old fashioned church key with a small circular 
shapes filed on either side of the point works very well. It is easy 
to hold to remove and round the flats. Finish with sandpaper 
folded sharply to insert into the grooves.

Turning the Tenons
The mortises were bored into the top and foot with brad point 

drill bits. We now need to turn the tenons to their final diameter 
to fit the mortises. Using a caliper is not sufficiently accurate to 
insure a well-mating fit between the mortise and tenon. Instead, 
make a tenon gauge to monitor the turned diameters by clamping 
two pieces of 1/2˝ hardwood together, and using the same drills to 
bore holes centered on the clamped joint. These can then be used 
to check the final diameters of the tenons. Turn to obtain a snug 
fit with the gauge closed tight. With the tenons turned, use the 
scraper to scratch some longitudinal glue relief grooves.
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We now need to determine the location of the ends of the 
top reeds. Make a diameter gauge by drilling a hole of the final 
top outer diameters in a piece of 1/8˝ plywood. Slip this over the 
tailstock end of the leg and slide it to the point where it just fits 
the reeds. Mark this as the location of the start of the top tenon. 
Carefully turn the top tenon, checking the diameter with your 
tenon gauge. You will find it helpful to undercut the area inside 
the reed ends for a tight fit against the mating bead.

Next measure the length of the reeded section and mark 
the location of the start of the bottom tenon. If you turn your 
tops and feet first, you can hold the pairs together and measure 
their total overall length. It is not uncommon for these lengths 
to vary by a sixteenth or a bit more. You can now correct for 
these variations in length by adjusting the precise length of the 
reeded section, resulting in four legs with the exact same overall 
length. This is another advantage of the three part leg system. 
Complete the turning of the bottom tenon. As before, repeat for 
the remaining legs.

Your legs are now ready for finishing and assembly.

Summary
The success of this method for turning tapered reeded legs 

accurately in the Federal style depends on using a variety of shop-
made gauges for results. Once the jig and gauges are made, one 
can produce a reeded leg section from a rough turning in less than 
a half hour.

The leg taper need not be straight. By shaping the guide rails 
into a bow, you can make reeded legs that have a bow. And by 
reducing the router bit depth, reeds with oval or flat surfaces can 
also be made.

The three part leg system provides a number of advantages. 
First, the need for a scraping jig with several cutters is eliminated, 
along with hand carving at the start and end of the reeded section. 
Second, the routed reeds are so close to the final shape that only 
a small amount of scraping and sanding is required. The three 
section construction provides more flexibility in turning the leg, 
with less waste in case of a spoiled section. For making the carcass 
and adding inlays, the short, top-leg sections are far easier to work 
with than full-length legs. In all, it results in an excellent leg in a 
short amount of time. 
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Are you becoming a better woodworker? If so, how do you 

know? Very few of us are actually being graded on our 

woodworking. I have yet to take a woodworking test, and there 

is no homework or tedious assignments handed out by over-

bearing teachers. Woodworking is a hobby, a passion, and for some 

a profession. But how do we know if we are getting better, and 

what steps do we need to take to improve our skills and ultimately 

our woodworking projects? For me, the first several years of 

woodworking were done in solitary (not prison), just by myself. I 

worked in my parent’s basement, and after watching episodes of The 

New Yankee Workshop, I did my best to emulate Norm Abrams. I was 

in college at the time and had not taken any woodworking classes, 

had no money and had a pretty simple collection of power tools. I 

thought I was doing some very nice work, but now when I look back, 

I sometimes cringe to see the first pieces I made. Unfortunately, my 

mother still has some of my early pieces which I cannot talk her into 

throwing out, or better yet burning!

After I graduated and had my first job, I was sitting in the lunch 

room one day, and a new employee was talking about having to give 

up his work shop when he moved to the Boston area. I invited him 

to my shop in the basement. Three years and countless projects later, 

we had mastered the art of social woodworking. We critiqued each 

other’s projects, would not let the other get away with sloppy work, 

and did our best to become better woodworkers. Still, neither of us 

had ever taken a woodworking class and we had not actually ever 

met a professional woodworker. Yet we still felt that we were doing 

nice work. We weren’t concerned that we used lots of extra glue to 

fill joints, needed plenty of clamping to pull together joints that were 

too tight, and did not see the problem with leaving a few sanding 

scratches from a 60 grit belt sander. If only we knew better. 

After three years of social woodworking, I went off to graduate 

school and hung up my apron for the next three years. In 1999, I 

finished school and began woodworking full time. Being faced with 

making money at this profession, I realized that I needed some 

formal training in woodworking. I began taking courses at local 

woodworking stores, the North Bennet Street School and the Center 

for Furniture Craftsmanship in Maine. I also joined woodworking 

guilds and began interacting as much as possible with other 

woodworkers, both professional and amateur, trying to absorb as 

much knowledge from them as I could.

When I started spending time with some of the best woodworkers 

in my area, I began to notice the small, but extremely important 

things that they do that I had not dreamed of incorporating into my 

work yet. I saw that methods of work are very important, the setting 

of consistent processes and standards for each step of a project. 

These experts insisted on meeting extremely tight tolerances, they 

had a desire to produce the best possible work, and they accepted 

nothing less than the best materials, finishes and quality. The first 

time I saw a microscope used to inspect a newly sharpened plane 

iron, I thought to myself—This guy is nuts. However, when I used 

one of his smoothing planes, I was enthralled by the effect that the 

precise sharpening had on the wood. The plane effortlessly produced 

wispy, full-width shavings less than a thousandth of an inch thick, and 

left a flawless surface in its wake. I saw the light. I got my hands on a 

microscope, and now I use it every time I sharpen.

I also have calipers and engineer’s squares accurate to a few 

ten-thousandths of an inch. Who needs to precisely measure wood to 

the thousandth of an inch? We are not machinists! Or are we just in a 

different medium? I soon found myself milling tenons to fit mortises 

with a few thousands of an inch of slop. These tenons would slide in 

perfectly and very little clamping pressure was needed to produce 

perfect joints. Instead of milling a 3/4˝ dado for so-called 3/4˝ plywood, 

I bought a set of shims to make the dado a few thousandths of an 

inch wider than the width of the plywood. This extra step does take 

more time, but the end results are always worth the effort. There are 

countless other tricks-of-the-trade that I have learned over the years 

and I am sure I have only begun to scratch the surface.

I took this new, super precise approach to my finishing as well. 

When I started spaying finishes, I accepted a certain amount of dust 

particles, drips, and sags in the finish. I then visited a custom guitar 

maker who had truly mastered the art of a flawless finish, and I was 

inspired to do better. After plenty of reading, research and discussions 

by Chris Kovacs
Becoming a  
Better Woodworker
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with technicians at finish manufacturers, I have vastly improved my 

finish quality. I try to make further refinements every time I spray. As 

every woodworker knows, the finish is how most pieces are judged. 

My perfectly-fit mortise and tenon joint goes completely unnoticed 

when there is the slightest imperfection in the finish. That smallest 

defect in the finish is found immediately by the customer’s sensitive 

finger tips gliding across the surface.

Doing better is a lifetime skill and is not accomplished with 

a single woodworking course, a subscription to a magazine or a 

bookshelf full of lengthy tomes on fine woodworking. I have found 

that no amount of reading or classes has been as beneficial to me 

as interacting one-on-one with other woodworkers. Collectively, 

we (that’s you, me and all of our woodworking friends) have a 

tremendous amount of knowledge to share. Only by getting out 

there and meeting other woodworkers, calling up professionals to ask 

questions and visiting other shops can we really make real progress 

towards becoming better woodworkers. I am constantly trying to 

deliver the best product possible to my customer and balance that 

desire with the need to make money. For amateur woodworkers, the 

financial limitations should not be a priority, so every woodworker 

should strive to incorporate best practices into each piece. A 

completed piece, whether for yourself or a client, should be critically 

evaluated, the design and construction processes reviewed and ways 

to improve always should be explored. 

Talking to the Wood

My wife calls it “talking to the wood.” I think the 

wood does most of the talking, and I’ve become a 

better listener. I can look at that pile of lumber on the rack 

or workbench or floor and picture what it is to become. I 

walk around it, following the grain, memorizing the knots 

and imperfections. I flip the boards over and do it again. 

I sometimes find myself absorbed in this process for an 

entire evening, leave it alone, repeat it a week later and find 

something different. I was still listening. It can be several 

weeks before a ruler or pencil, not to mention a blade, even 

gets close to the wood. Fortunately, as a non-professional, I 

have the luxury of this kind of time. My stock becomes well 

acclimatized to my shop conditions. 

What about those blades? Where does the time go when 

you are flattening stones, honing blades and maintaining 

power tools? Every new project needs a new tool and a little 

education. What kind of fasteners will I need this time? Do I 

need a jig for this? How much glue and stain will it take to get 

me through the whole process?

What about the process? Will this joint be stronger if 

I cut it differently? Should I add this detail before or after 

assembly? Will I need an extra pair of hands for this step? How 

will this stain look on this wood?

And so it goes. The set up always takes longer than the cut. 

Sharp fixes everything. Measure twice, cut once. You’ve heard 

them all and often. What you should never hear is cut here 

and see what happens or what could possibly go wrong.

Old Abe had it right. Get ready, think ahead, embrace 

the preparation and your project will hum along much more 

smoothly. It should please the woodworker to accept and 

savor the “talking to the wood” sessions, and by all means, 

keep on listening. 

by StAN pArAS

Give me six hours to chop down a tree and 
I will spend the first four sharpening the axe.

Abraham Lincoln…



Member Gallery

Owain Harris Center Barnstead, NH
Ruhlmann Inspired Drinks Cabinet—Macassar ebony, walnut and 

holly. 42˝h,18˝d,241/2˝w. Ever since discovering Ruhlmann’s work 

several years ago, I have wanted to build a piece incorporating 

his signature faceted torpedo leg. Something about the marriage 

of elegant design and geometry appealed to me, not to mention 

the challenge involved! The genesis of the design owes everything 

to the Art Deco master but it is not a reproduction, more of an 

homage.

Myrl Phelps Danbury, NH
Non-traditional Bed—Here is a bed made out of multiple woods. 

It started out as a design that had curved components that were 

sculpted to look more like branches, but the customer wanted 

to cut down on the cost and between us this is the end result 

that we came up with. The bed is king sized and the woods are—

Mango,Cocobolo, Bocote, Purpleheart, Pink Ivory, Black Limba, 

Holly (with Ebony inlay on the side), Black Walnut, White Ash, 

Bloodwood, Amarillo, Spalted Beech and Katalox.

Bruce Wedlock North Reading, MA
Shaker Table—This cherry Shaker table was 

my first real project. I made it in a class with 

Mickey Callahan when he had his school in 

Natick, MA circa 1993. 


