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Today my woodworking business, 
Chris Kovacs Designs, is a thriving 

and growing business. I have two full 
time employees, about 2000 square feet 
of shop and storage space, and some very 
sophisticated CNC equipment. Life as a 
woodworker has not always been like this.

My enjoyment of woodworking started 
many years ago while I was in high school, 
and went through many phases. The story 
began in a much humbler setting, my 
parent’s basement. 

Like many of you, my first exposure to 
woodworking came in thirty minute doses 
every Sunday morning as Norm Abrams 
wowed his viewers with a new project 
every week and equipment that most 
woodworkers could only dream of having. 
As a teenager in the ‘80s, I was a bit of an 
oddity being obsessed with woodworking, 
making furniture for my parents and 
friends and going to auctions looking for 
bargains on equipment.

In 1988 I headed off to Harvard for 
college where I continued woodworking 
on weekends and even sold a couple 
of pieces. I was getting better with each 
piece, but for me, woodworking was a very 
solitary activity. I did not know any other 
woodworkers, certainly none my age, and 
I certainly lacked skills of more advanced 
woodworkers. As I reflect on my thirty 
minute sessions every week with Norm 
I realize he exposed new woodworkers 
to the machinery side of woodworking 
and not the hand skills needed to truly 

refine your craft. As far as I was concerned, 
woodworking was all about the “skill” of 
the equipment, not the user. It was not 
until many years later that I discovered the 
joy of hand tools while taking classes in 
Maine.

After college I was working at the 
Harvard School of Public Health doing 
research when I met my first woodworking 
friend. Richard had no shop, having just 
moved to the Boston area and had sold off 
his equipment. For three years we worked 
together on weekends building one piece 
after another, sharing ideas and improving 
our skills. We were still very much amateur 
woodworkers with no practical hand skills. 
We could barely sharpen chisels and still 
believed a belt sander with 100 grit paper 
could solve most problems. Despite our 
limitations, we were both rapidly filling 
our houses with furniture which we 
both still use and enjoy to this day. Our 
collaborative woodworking effort ended 
when I headed off to graduate school in 
1995. My equipment was mothballed as 
there was just no time to woodwork. 

By 1998, I came to the realization 
that science and research were not my 
passion and did not satisfy my need to be 
independent, creative and produce things 
with my hands. When I found myself 
renovating one of my Ph.D. advisor’s 
houses every weekend, I started to dust off 
my woodworking equipment and began 
working with my hands again. I set up a 
small shop in the home my wife and I had 
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bought a few years earlier in Sutton, Massachusetts. By 1998, I 
had the first thoughts that just maybe a career as a woodworker 
was possible. I cut my Ph.D. short and got a master’s degree. I 
defied all conventional wisdom and with my two Ivy League 
degrees hanging on the wall, I began working with a contractor 
for minimum wage framing houses and learning the trade. I had 
never been happier and loved working hard, sweating hard and 
standing back at the end of the day and knowing I had a hand 
in building something that would last a life time. Science never 
brought me the same satisfaction. 

At this same time, my wife was completing medical school, 
we had our first daughter, and the flexibility afforded by being 
my own boss was a huge asset to our family. My woodworking 
business started slowly as I was still framing houses and doing 
the renovation work while also honing my skills in my basement 
shop. I tackled my career as a woodworker in the same way I did 
science—I read as much as I could, and I started taking classes at 
Woodcraft stores, the North Bennet Street School and the Center 
for Furniture Craftsmanship in Maine.

In 1999 while taking a class in Maine I met my friend and 
mentor, John Fox. John is an extremely accomplished woodworker 
who was doing what I wanted to do. He was making a living 
building custom pieces of his own design with amazing attention 
to detail and elevating the craft of woodworking to the highest 
levels possible. Through John I learned the joy of working with 
hand tools, the definition of “sharp”, and how to achieve perfect 
shavings off a hand plane. John taught me patience, precision, 
how to read grain patterns and the need to maintain extremely 
high standards throughout the entire building process. I had 
finally freed myself of the belief that all projects should be done 
in a weekend as I had seen so often on TV. 

By 2000, I was open for business in my small, low ceiling 
basement shop battling the occasional flood. My first commission 
was a simple two drawer file cabinet for a friend of my brother. 
I’m not sure if this client ever knew they were my first paying 
customer, but today in 2014 I can trace about half of my current 
work back to this very first job. A few months after this first 
commission, the client gave my name to her boss who hired me 
to build some furniture for his apartment in Boston. Unknown to 

me at the time, her boss happened to be the curator at the Isabella 
Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston. In 2001, the museum called 
and I built a new ticket counter for the main entrance and two 
benches for patrons to use in two galleries. These benches, along 
with two others added in more recent years still provide some of 
the only seating opportunities in the museum. 

By the middle of 2001, our growing family moved to our 
current location in Groton, MA where I built my own shop (those 
years of minimum wage framing houses were finally paying off) 
and prepared to grow my business full time following my success 
with the Gardner Museum. Before I could open my doors, 9/11 
and the subsequent recession put the country into a spending 
freeze. I limped along for a couple of years renovating my house, 
being a stay at home dad, taking more woodworking classes and 
waiting for the economy to come back. I did not have a strong 
enough reputation at the time to make it through this recession 
without the support of my wife and family. 

In 2003 I began building casework cabinets (kitchens, 
bathrooms and the like) for another company and was back in 
business. Cabinets, it turns out, are a very different business than 
custom pieces of furniture. I quickly learned that customers have 
significant budgets for kitchen cabinets but would prefer to buy 
their kitchen table at a bargain price than have one commissioned, 
even by the same person who built their cabinets. I found myself 
building more and more plywood cabinets and less and less solid 
wood furniture and slowly tailored my shop and business to take 
advantage of this new found line of work.

Before I knew it, I had shifted from being a furniture maker to 
a cabinetmaker and was building kitchen and bathroom cabinets, 
built-ins and other architectural products. My equipment needs 
changed and once again, my hand tools were relegated to the 
shelf and larger panel processing equipment was moved into 
my growing shop space. A large panel saw, a wide belt sander 
and a fully automated edgebander became my go-to pieces of 
equipment. Despite the change in woodwork, the words of my 
mentor, John Fox, never left me as I worked tirelessly to be more 
accurate and precise and strived for excellence in my work. My 
new equipment allowed me to build parts with amazing tolerance. 
Repeatability and measuring to the thousandth of an inch became 
standard practice. 

The business of cabinet making in a one man shop is a low 
margin venture, so the way to squeeze out a living is to improve 
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efficiency, produce high quality cabinets and invest in the right 
equipment. Learning how to apply spray finishes was the first 
of many process improvements that helped speed production, 
improve quality and lower my costs. Prior to having my own 
spray booth, I used another finishing business to do all of my 
spraying. Everything was going well, business was booming, my 
backlog was never less than eight months, I had two architects 
feeding me a steady supply of work and I was continually raising 
prices as my clients never seemed to balk at my pricing. Things 
were going so well.

What could possibly go wrong? 2008 was going to be a great 
year for me. Little did I see the impending implosion of the 
housing industry, and when the phone did not ring for eight 
months and my backlog was whittled to nothing, I knew I was in 
trouble. By 2009, business had dropped almost 75% and without 
the support of my wife, I would have had to close the shop and 
try to find work while the rest of the country was doing the same. 
Countless woodworking businesses were put out of business in 
the wake of the Great Recession and by 2010, those that survived 
began seeing a surge in orders and demand for high quality 
cabinets. My recently retired father-in-law joined my company 
at this time and became a great asset to the business taking over 
the spray finishing and freeing me up to focus on the production 
and design side of the operation. My word of mouth network was 
growing rapidly, and work was flowing in at a steady pace. With 
a sigh of relief having made it though the recession, I began to 
think about expansion again.

Chris Kovacs Designs was gaining a reputation for extremely 
high quality cabinets and excellent customer service. Our one 
deficiency was the ability to push the work through the shop 
fast enough to meet the demanding schedule of builders and 
homeowners. I needed a way to have the capacity of a large shop 
without the equipment and personnel of a large business. After 
barely surviving the Great Recession, I did not want to make the 
same mistake so many shops had made by expanding too quickly 
and investing too heavily in equipment and personnel.

My solution was outsourcing. I established partnerships with 
other companies to build my doors, drawer boxes, beaded face 
frames, moldings and other components needed for custom 
cabinetry. In essence, I had millions of dollars of equipment, 
hundreds of employees and the resources of other companies at 
my disposal. Outsourcing put all the risk and capital expenses 
on the shoulders of another business and allowed me to meet 
demanding schedules and reducing by half the time it took to 
build a kitchen. Since the outsourcing companies specialized 

in their area of expertise and invested heavily in specialized 
equipment, the quality of the finished products kept improving.

At this point, instead of investing in more heavy equipment, 
I began investing in better design software, finishing equipment 
and strengthening my relationships with vendors and outsourcing 
partners. I also began incorporating concepts of Lean Thinking 
that were pioneered by Toyota Motors. By 2012, work was 
flowing in so rapidly that I occasionally had another shop cut out 
the plywood parts for my cabinets. My father-in-law and I were 
working well together trying our best to stay ahead of the growing 
back log by employing outsourcing when possible and late nights 
and long weekends when we had to just get the job done. 

During the summer of 2013 I had my first realization that my 
business was essentially stuck, revenue growth was flat, my father-
in-law and I could not find any more hours in the day and we 
could only outsource to a certain point. Without growing I risked 
losing business by becoming a shop known for missing deadlines, 
declining quality and never answering the phone or emails. Like 
many businesses that had survived the latest recession, I was 
hesitant to expand or spend heavily on capital improvements but 
seemed to have reached the limit of my two person operation. 
Meanwhile my word of mouth network was continuing to grow 
and orders were coming in at a steady rate.

This was also when I had my ah-ha moment that it was me 
who was inhibiting growth of the company. I was wearing too 
many hats—designer, fabricator, inventory control, book keeping 
and on and on. I needed to replace myself! For the first time, I 
looked at a CNC machine as the key to future success. 

For those not familiar with a flatbed CNC machine, it can 
cut, drill and dimension sheets of plywood on a stationary table. 
The computer controlled router head can automatically swap out 
tools as needed and produce cabinet parts at an amazing rate, 
with extremely high precision and repeatability. A typical heavy 
duty CNC machine can process between eight and ten sheets of 
plywood per hour. A typical kitchen needs about twenty-five to 
thirty sheets which means an entire kitchen’s worth of plywood 
parts can be cut, drilled, have blind dados milled and every screw 
hole can be pre-drilled in four to five hours. These individual 
tasks would usually take me two or three days and the chance of 
making a mistake along the way was significant. A CNC machine 
makes no mistakes as long as the programming is done correctly. 
Any part that should be damaged later in construction can be 
made again with a few clicks of the mouse.

The downside to a CNC machine is the cost—typically 
between $80K and $90K for an entry-level heavy-duty machine. 
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Add another $15K for software and this is a very large investment 
for a small two person shop. Despite my best efforts, I could not 
get the financial numbers to add up. Saving two days of work on 
a month long project was great, but could not justify the huge 
investments. Despite this, I knew it was the right path for my 
business.

While speaking with other shop owners I learned that a 
CNC is more than a plywood cutting and milling machine. It 
is a complete game changer in the way a shop operates, in how 
cabinets are designed, assembled, installed and how the work 
flows through a shop. A CNC machine is much safer than a table 
saw and the best sawyers cannot match its speed, accuracy and 
precision. An entry-level worker can operate a CNC machine and 
because all of the joinery and pre-drilling is done by the machine, 
that very same worker can do all of the assembly and hardware 
installation very quickly. Everything changes about building 
cabinets and putting a dollar cost to these changes is very difficult. 
With every shop owner I spoke with, none confessed to having 
regretted their decision to invest in the CNC machine. 

Ironically, I ended up buying a five foot by ten foot flat bed 
Thermwood CNC machine from a shop owner going out of 
business. I had known this owner for years and knew about his 
machine and was confident that buying a three year old used 
machine from him was a safe investment. By November of 2013, 
I began expanding my shop to its current size. The CNC machine 
was lowered into the shop by crane, my electrical service was 
upgraded along with my design software and by the New Year 
I was back in business. My replacement on the shop floor had 
finally shown up to work, and the latest transition in the shop was 
underway and what a change it’s been. 

By May of this year I hired a complete novice to work in my 
shop. Within two weeks, this employee was doing the same work 
I had taken years to learn and master. He was cutting cabinets 
on the CNC machine, assembling and installing hardware and 
doing this all much more safely and faster than I ever could using 
a saw, drill press and pocket hole machine. My father-in-law also 
runs the CNC machine occasionally but is otherwise kept busy 
in the finishing department. I am still needed on the shop floor 
and love being there but the automation has allowed me to spend 
more time designing cabinets, meeting with a growing list of 
clients and builders and seeking other opportunities for the CNC 
machine. It has been six months since the CNC arrived and we 
are still working out the kinks in production as the machine truly 

has changed every aspect of the business and how work flows 
through my shop. 

I’m excited about what the future has in store for Chris Kovacs 
Designs. Orders are up, the economy is improving and business 
is thriving. I realize that the economy’s ups and downs can have a 
significant impact on the cabinet making business, and the only 
way to survive is to be lean and agile, while continuing to produce 
high quality work. I have made it through two recessions in my 
15 years and feel strongly that creating a network of vendors and 
other cabinet shops and keeping up with technology has been 
extremely important to my success. Everyday my goal is to do 
better and continually improve my craft and deliver the best 
product I can to my customers. The challenge to be creative, 
efficient, and productive along with my joy of woodworking 
keeps me going to the shop every morning. 
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Which is Pin & Which is Tail—When 
looking at a dovetailed joint how do you 
identify which side is the pin and which side is 
the tail.—Michael Brown

Steve Branam replies: The clue is in the 
name. The dovetail joint is named for its 
resemblance to the tail of a dove, the way 
it spreads out from the point where it’s 
rooted to the dove’s body. The side of the 
joint with that same shape is the tail side. 
It’s narrow where it’s rooted to the end of 
the board, and spreads out equally to the 
edge. Typically, either the tails and pins are 
spaced equally, or the tails are larger than 
the pins.

From the point of view of the grain 
orientation, the tails angle diagonally 
along the face grain, then are squared off 
straight across the end grain. The pins are 
straight along the face grain, then angled 
across the end grain.

Bob Oswald replies: The dovetail side looks 
like a dovetail. The other side has parallel 
edges. Very noticable on the through 
dovetail. On the half blind, the holes are 
the pins. The part that goes into the holes 
is the dovetail. It looks more like a dovetail 
than the holes.

holly—What is the primary use for holly and 
its properties?—Bob St-Laurent

Bruce Wedlock replies: Kiln dried American 
holly is the purest white wood you can 
find and has an almost invisible grain 
pattern. It is available as 4/4 and 8/4 
lumber, turning blanks, pen blanks, thins 
and veneer formats, the latter used for 
inlay designs, banding construction and 
stringing in Federal period furniture. It 
is on the expensive side. Premium quality 
lumber runs around $50/bf, and seconds 
with occasional knots runs around $25/bf. 
Sixteenth veneer runs about $20/sf.

The best source I’ve found for holly 
lumber and veneers is Domex Hardwoods 
at www.domexhardwoods.com. The have a 
wide variety for your needs. I have found 
them very reliable.

RejuvenaTing KiTchen cabineTs—The 
kitchen has old pine cabinets that look 
good in the kitchen (it’s an old reproduction 
antique cape) but in some areas the patina 
has blended with finger prints and is difficult 
to clean up. I’m afraid that if I start really 
going after them with aggressive cleaners, I’ll 
damage the “look” too! Most of these areas 
are several years old at least, they were there 
when the house was bought.—Jim Hamilton

Bob Couch replies: I have had the same 
issue with cabinets in the past that were 
finished with non-commercial urethane/
varnish products. Although these products 
are quite hard and durable, the finish 
will soften over time from the oils and 
contaminants on people’s hands. Just 
think about how many times a day you 
open the cupboard door to get a glass or 
open the silverware drawer.

I have had reasonable luck with a 
couple of products to clean and freshen 
the area around the handles and pulls.

Murphy’s Oil soap is one and the other 
is called Cabinet Magic, which I believe I 
bought at Home Depot.

I would first remove the hardware to 
help give you better access to scrubbing 
the affected areas clean. If you are happy 
with the results and would like to protect 
the finish, look for some Butcher’s Bowling 
Alley Wax and apply a coat of wax.

If you feel refinishing is in order, a light 
sanding will prepare the surface for a new 
coat of finish. To insure a good mechanical 
bond in case there is any residual oils are 
present, I would spray or brush on a coat 
of Zinsser’s Sealcoat dewaxed shellac prior 
to any finish coats like varnish or lacquer.

Given the durability factor required, I 
would eliminate lacquer as a good option. 
That leaves a varnish of some flavor. 
Varnish is a generic term that refers to 
final coats of finish in oil or water based 
products. Alkyd or polyurethane varnishes 
are typically the finishes available in 
paint stores and home centers and would 
provide a reasonably hard protective finish. 
Behlen has a product called Rockhard 
Table Top Varnish that claims to be harder 
than regular polyurethanes.

The most durable finish available to us 
is conversion varnish. This product is a 
fast-drying finish that comes in two parts: 
the finish and an acid catalyst you add to 
the finish just before spraying. The catalyst 
brings about the cross-linking. Conversion 
varnish is rarely available in paint stores 
or home centers. It’s usually found only 
through specialized distributors or directly 
from manufacturers. This is largely because 
it is a very “unfriendly” finish for non-
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professionals. In addition to knowing how 
to spray and tune and clean a spray gun, 
you have to be precise in the mixing of the 
two parts and accurate in the thickness 
of the coats you apply because too thick 
of a film (more than five mils) is likely to 
crack. Good info on finish comparisons 
can be found at www.woodshopnews.com, 
then search for this article—For resistance, 
varnishes are tough to beat.

If conversion varnish is your choice, 
there are several folks around that would 
spray your doors and draw fronts for you 
and could probably deliver a finish that 
would still match the rest of your cabinet 
finish.

sTale Finish Fix—I have put a tung oil/
turpentine/eurothanc mix on my finished work 
and it is not drying (if must be a stale mixture). 
What do I do now? How do I clean it off or 
what can I add to harden the finish?—Jim 
Forbes

Bob LaCivita replies: When making the 
classic oil varnish finish, I use polymerized 
tung oil, turpentine and varnish—1/3 of 
each ingredient. Raw tung oil drys very 
slow or not at all. I use a varnish with the 
highest amount of solids that I can find. 
Parks and Sherwin Williams both make a 
high solid varnish. I know of nothing that 
will dry a tacky finish. I would suggest that 
you sand the piece down to bare wood and 
start over.

besT Woods FoR laminaTing—In my 
furniture projects, I tend to use woods such as 
oak, maple, walnut, cherry, etc. How do these 
woods perform in bent lamination projects? 
Are there certain woods better suited than 
others for bent lamination?—Bob Wyatt

Owain harris replies: I would definitely 
encourage you to experiment with bent 
laminations. It’s pretty easy, lots of fun and 
opens up a whole world of new possibilities. 
All those domestic species that you are 
using would be fine for bending as long 
as they are fairly straight grained. As with 
most things in woodworking, some extra 
time picking out your stock will prevent 
headaches down the road! Cherry and 

walnut both laminate very well. I think 
that you would have to be careful to use 
a lighter colored glue with maple to help 
hide the glue lines. The only one that I 
have not personally used is oak but I’m 
sure it would be fine as long as the grain 
were straight and the laminations were 
thin enough.

Michael Fortune has a really good 
article on bent laminating in the most 
recent issue of Fine Woodworking that has 
some great info in it too.

eTched gRaduaTion maRKs—What is the 
best way to darken etched graduations on 
older steel rules?—Al Saffron

Steve Costain replies: If the etchings are deep 
enough, you might be able to fill them 
with a paint stick. McMaster Carr has 

“Paint Markers for Recessed Characters” at 
www.mcmaster.com  and then search for 

“2018T2”. Their description…“Rub the 
marker over the recessed surface and wipe 
off excess paint while still wet. The oil and 
wax-based lacquer paint completely fills 
crevices and dries with a luster”.

ResoRcinol vs ePoxy glue—What are 
the differences in the use of resorcinol and 
epoxy glue for boat or outdoor uses?—John 
Watson

Steve Costain replies: I used resorcinol years 
ago to build some outdoor screen panels, 
but today I would use West Systems for 
any outside purpose. I recently bought a 
tiny scale to measure small lots of epoxy 
when the pumps create too much volume 
and waste. It came as a kit with the scale, 
a couple squeeze bottles, mixing cups and 
stirrers for about $40. I use epoxy more 
often now that I can mix small batches.

I would suggest that you get familiar 
with the thickeners that West System 
sells, epoxy can be thickened to the 
consistency of peanut butter and won’t 
drip—www.westsystem.com.

Jon Siegel replies: I have not used all the 
variations of these products, but here are 
some observations based on my experience:

Both are waterproof and weatherproof 

and both have to be mixed immediately 
before use.

Resorcinol—Mixed from powder and 
liquid resin. It is waterproof and non-
flexible. Do not breathe the powder as it 
contains formaldehyde. It sets overnight. 
Wet cleanup is with water. It withstands 
direct sunlight. It dulls blades quickly. It 
has an open time of 30–40 min. It is dark 
brown in color.

Epoxy—Mixed from two viscous 
liquids. It is waterproof and somewhat 
flexible. Do not breathe the ammonia 
fumes given off. It sets overnight. Wet 
cleanup is with acetone. Keep painted or 
covered from direct sunlight. It is kind to 
blades. Open time depends on mixture. It 
is clear in color.

PRoTecTing equiPmenT FRom RusT in cold 
enviRonmenT—My workshop is in a barn. I 
need to use the unheated portion for my table 
saw, 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?—Douglas MacLennan

Bob Couch replies: I feel your pain as I 
had a similar shop situation for a few 
years. However, I did have some heat via 
a unvented blue flame propane heater that 
I could warm the shop up with prior to 
any work. The problem with this type of 
heater is that it produces one gallon of 
water for every gallon of fuel burned. My 
machines were all covered in sweat until I 
started running a dehumidifier alongside 
the heater.

All that said, I tried several products to 
further avoid any rust, but in the end, I 
used Butcher’s Bowling Alley wax on all 
metal surfaces and I covered them with 
old bath towels when they weren’t in use. 
This wax can be hard to find but even 
with a well heated shop today, I still wax 
my machines 2-3 times a year with the 
Butcher’s. I don’t think temperatures in 
the lower teens is too bad but I wouldn’t 
go any lower than that. 

Ask The Old Saw
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The meeting with Matt Wajda commenced with a review of 
the full scale drawing of the cabinet and a discussion of the 

size and orientation of the staves. The recommendation was for 
the staves to be approximately 3/4˝ milled with the angles derived 
from the drawing and taken directly off the saw without any 
hand planning.

Four layers of veneer were suggested for the door with 
opposing grain positions. This construction mimics a plywood 
format and results in greater stability for the piece. If Krenovian 
thick veneers were utilized, the suggested thickness would be 

approximately 1/8˝ which would also help with telegraphing. That 
is, as the core wood shrinks, the lines would not be visible under 
a raking light. To enhance stability with the thick veneers, an 
underlayment veneer would also be necessary so that opposing 
grain directions can be utilized as with the four veneer system.

The form is designed to allow the staves to be glued and long 
wedges utilized to compress the staves in the form. The form 
should allow a good inch or more at each side to accommodate a 
good size wedge or wedges that can be driven in from either side 
of the form. It is constructed of plywood for strength and needs 
to be waxed with paraffin so that the staves will not stick when 
glued. Space should be left under the form (at least two inches) so 
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that glue can be wiped from the underside of the staves. The form 
is derived from the football shaped template that was provided 
by Matt with the drawings. When constructing the form, it helps 
to bandsaw all three pieces together to maintain uniformity and 
consistency.

The staves should be longer and wider than the total size of the 
door to allow for trimming and fairing after the veneer has been 
applied. When they are taken off the saw, they should be glued in 
the same configuration so as to minimize wood movement and 
maintain consistency. Again the staves are ripped and flipped to 
provide quarter sawn grain that will provide greater stability to 
the piece.

The shape and size of the case will be determined by the door 
as the door will move somewhat and requires that the case be 
made to accommodate the door to address this potential wood 

movement. When the door has been trimmed and faired, the case 
can then be made to fit the door.

The compass plane is the “go-to” tool for cross grain only 
and to fair the curved sides of the door. The Stanley #113 is a 
quality vintage compass plane that can be found on ebay for a 
reasonable price. They are inherently better in quality then any 
planes made today that cost considerably more, and are relatively 
easy to refurbish. It is important to have a sharp iron and make 
light, smooth overlapping passes to achieve the highest quality 
cut with this tool.

Once again the emphasis was placed on taking the staves right 
off the saw to be glued in the form without trying to fine tune 
them which ultimately would change the angle. The staves need 
to be marked with a cabinetmakers “V” and numbered to insure 
they are in the right orientation to be placed in the form.

The next part of the process was gluing the staves within the 
form. A discussion ensued regarding the use of several glues such 
as Titebond 2 vs Titebond 3. Titebond 3 has a greater open time 
which allows for more adjustment but tends to be less viscous and 
more drippy then Titebond 2. Matt also noted the importance 
of not placing glue on the outside faces of the first and last stave!

The wedges are then placed and tapped in securely from their 
respective sides while trying to minimize movement amongst the 
staves. Glue cleanup follows with a minimal wiping of the glue 
from the respective sides. The core will be faired considerably to 
eliminate any glue areas as the piece dries. It was noted that white 
glue tends to creep more than yellow glue, making white glue a 
better choice for pieces that have expansion and contraction issues 

Subgroup Spotlight
Sharpening—The blade from the compass plane was used to 

demonstrate sharpening on the grinder. The angle suggested 

for the bevel is 28° to 29° which allows for the iron angle to be a bit 

steeper and stay sharp longer. A black sharpie is applied to the bevel 

so that when placed on the grind stone, the tool rest can be adjusted 

to allow for the grind to be in the middle of the iron. A soft touch 

is necessary so as not to overheat the iron and remove the temper 

from the steel. If damage exists to the edge of the iron, this can be 

jointed off on the grinder to allow a fresh, clean edge to be available 

for sharpening. Corners are the most vulnerable to overheating so 

caution is necessary not to allow the iron to linger on the corners. A 

finger below the iron placed against the tool bed is utilized as a frame 

of reference to maintain the angle to produce the desired bevel. The 

back of the blade then needs to be honed and polished flat utilizing a 

waterstone. The grit of the stone is dependent on the condition of the 

iron. The more damaged the surface, the higher the grit necessary to 

condition the blade.

Once the back is polished, the bevel is then honed on a 1000 

grit stone and then a 4000 grit stone in a forward direction. The iron 

should not be pushed down hard and a light touch will produce the 

most satisfactory results.

Matt shared with the group that he has used oil stones but found 

that waterstones produce a much keener edge that greatly enhances 

his work.
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Flattening Wider Boards on Smaller Machines

An 8˝ wide board was used as an example and was flattened 

on a 6˝ jointer leaving 2˝ proud. This was managed by 

planning the 2˝ proud section using a bench hook and taking 

skewed cuts until the board was completely flat as verified by 

a straight edge. The board could then be sent to the planer for 

finish flattening.



10 Summer 2014—Vol 6 No 2

in their construction. It was mentioned that Titebond III tends to 
stain the wood particularly with maple and cherry, causing it to 
become brown and very difficult to remove.

He then demonstrated how he planes the door with it secured 
in the tail vise and how he sets the bevel angle on the compass 
plane to the angle of the door. The meeting concluded with a 
suggestion of a discussion and demonstration of veneering for 
the next class.

June 7, 2014

The meeting was initiated with a review of wood movement 
and how the door would move more across its face than its 

thickness, particularly if the boards were flat sawn. Again it was 
emphasized that quarter sawn pieces move less and also hide the 
glue lines better since there is no “cathedraling” from the vertical 
grain.

We also discussed how grain direction matters specifically 
relating to chatoyance, which is the shimmering effect that certain 
woods display under a raking light. The direction of the growth 
rings determines whether the wood will look darker or lighter so 
grain direction become pivotal in maintaining uniformity in the 
look of the piece—i.e. how light is absorbed and reflected.

A good technique for fairing the door besides the use of the 
compass plane is with 80 grit sand paper. Scrapers tend to leave 
groves and gouges in the wood and the sand paper can be used 

cross grain to fair the wood to a smooth surface making it ready 
for veneering.

The topic of hide glue in connection with veneering was 
presented next. Matt showed us the use of the glue pot. It 
maintains a temperature of approximately 130°F to 140°F. This 
pot can also be used to polymerize tung oil. It is a double boiler to 
prevent overheating the glue and also maintains a fluid consistency 
without overcooking the product. It was recommended that hide 
glue only be cooked three times to maintain its bonding strength, 
with the third time primarily be used for sizing.

The best hide glue comes from Bjorne Industries, proprietor 
Eugene Thordall from North Carolina. Hide glue is measured in 
gram strength—higher numbers result in faster tacking and lower 
numbers result in slower tacking.

Unibond 800 is a urea, formaldehyde based glue that can also 
be used for veneering. The shelf life of this glue can be extended 
by refrigeration and reducing its exposure to humidity.

We discussed the topic of sizing (utilizing a thinner mix of glue) 
with the substrate to seal the pores and provide a better surface for 
the final glue up to have a better tack. Without sizing, the glue 
would be absorbed by the substrate because of its porosity and the 
quality of the tack would be compromised. A thin application is 
applied and allowed to sit overnight to allow for complete drying.

We discussed how veneering allows the craftsman to utilize 
more exotic species of wood (such as crotch burl mahogany) 
without the dangers of cracking and checking in solid panels. It 
provides numerous options to develop high end and aesthetically 
pleasing pieces by controlling wood movement to a much greater 
extent than would be possible with solid wood panels.

Veneering tools were the next area discussed, with particular 
emphasis on preparing the veneer saw to cut properly. A straight 
edge is also essential to cut the veneer squarely and a heavy hold 
down with a straight side was recommended to efficiently hold 
and cut the veneer.

With a veneer saw, one face needs to be flat so the outside 
edges should be flattened on an india stone or sand paper and 
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polished. This will provide a clean cut for the veneer without any 
tearing or marring of the surface. The teeth need to be filed to a 
knife shape similar to that of a marking knife to provide for the 
best cut. If the veneer saw is left with square teeth, it tends to 
tear the grain. The knife shape will slice through easily and leave 
a well-defined cut. When filing the teeth, the saw needs to be 
placed in some sort of vise. Then use a triangular file and only 
one push is needed to produce the desired edge. Also the beveled 
face should never be filed.

When cutting, it helps to rock the saw to insure that the 
veneer is cut through completely. In addition, keeping the saw 
hot by placing it in hot water assists in the cutting action and the 
clean shearing of the veneer. Matt also noted that when cutting 
veneer cross grain, a knife is preferable to a saw as the tends to 
produce some tear out.

When veneering, the joining of two pieces of veneer requires 
“stitching” which is when the veneer tape is stretched over both 
pieces to pull the joint tight. “No hole” tape was recommended 
because it tends to stitch better, while the two and three hole tape 
is easier to sand away. Blue masking tape is then applied to the 
back side to support the seams during glue up. 

Flattening veneers includes the use of softening products 
such as diluted yellow glue or white glue with glycerin. Once the 
veneer is saturated, a screen is placed on both sides of the veneer 
to allow for release and five sheets of newspaper placed between 
each sheet of veneer. The blue tape is peeled off and a screw press 
is utilized to apply pressure to flatten the sheets until dry.

The group discussed the need for underlayment veneer which 
stabilizes the core, helps keep telegraphing of the substrate to a 
minimum, inhibits cold creep and ultimately creates a plywood 
type lamination. When using the veneer press, a platen is important 
to facilitate the vacuum by the systemic grooves embedded in 
the board. It should be noted that room in the veneer bag on 
the sides is necessary so that the seams do not tear. Two types of 
veneer bags are available—vinyl bags and polyurethane bags. The 
vinyl bags are less expensive but are not as strong and not as tear 
resistant as the polyurethane bags. So pieces with sharper corners 
would do better with the poly bags.

The final topic discussed was hammer veneering. This uses a 
veneer hammer which is really just a square piece of wood with 
a brass or plastic insert in the head that is held by a handle. This 
instrument allows the user to apply considerable pressure to the 
piece to allow the veneer to be pressed into the glue. The substrate 
goes through a process of “toothing” where slight groves are 
pressed into the wood. This improves adherence with the veneer. 
When utilizing the veneer hammer, glue must be running off the 
end when pressure is applied but not breaking into a continuous 
drip. Brushing must be brisk and the hammer face should be kept 
hot to facilitate the bonding process. Strong, continuous pressure 
is applied until the squishy sound vanishes and good contact is 
achieved. Because of their porosity, tuberous woods such as oak 
and ash are not good candidates for hammer veneering. These 
woods work better in a veneer press. The final note of the session 
was when working with curved pieces, the veneer hammer can 
be shaped to conform to the work to facilitate the veneering 
process. 



12 Summer 2014—Vol 6 No 2

transportation improvements. Also in 1848, the year the second 
railroad opened, the town incorporated into a city, an indication 
of its growing industrial base, wealth and population. By 1840 
the city’s population had more than doubled to 7,487. By 1860 
Worcester had blossomed and was home to 25,000 citizens. The 
unfortunate Mr. Swett missed out on this growth by a couple of 
decades.

Our poor chairmaker’s timing and choice of location were 
unfortunate for another reason. While Worcester marks the 
center of Massachusetts, in 1822, the town was smack dab in 
the center of three booming chairmaking locations that were out 
competing it. Boston, a major shipping port, is only 45 miles 

Two Furniture  
Production Models 
Judging from his advertisement in the March 13, 1822 issue of 

the Massachusetts Spy one would imagine Joseph Swett to have 
been a prominent chair and furniture maker. He may well have 
been, but if so, he went the way of Judge Crater and Jimmy Hoffa. 
Windsor scholar Nancy Goyne Evans and the curators at nearby 
Old Sturbridge Village know no more about the man than we 
do. His advertisements are all he left behind to mark his presence. 
All we know about Swett is what he told us. Around 1822 he 
manufactured and sold chairs and other furniture. Since he failed 
to include his establishment’s address, we even don’t know where 
in Worcester he was located.

Besides listing the furniture he made and sold Swett told 
us some other interesting things. He was concerned about 
competitors in Boston and elsewhere in Worcester County. He 
had good reason to perspire, because Swett was in the wrong 
place at the wrong time.

 Worcester is located in the middle of Massachusetts, so close 
to the geographical center that the city’s seal is a red heart and 
Heart of the Commonwealth is one of its nicknames. In 1822, 
Worcester was the county seat but was no more than a large town 
surrounded by smaller towns. According to the 1820 census, 
there were only 2,962 Worcesterites, only 600 more souls than 
lived there in 1800.

Worcester is located in a hilly region that was not blessed with 
a large river that connected it to the sea and to commerce. A year 
after Swett’s advertisement, residents made an effort to correct 
that. A corporation was formed to create a canal linking Worcester 
to the port of Providence, RI. Swett must have been aware of 
this, and the proposed canal may have influenced his decision 
to open a business in Worcester. However, Boston succeeded in 
blocking the project for several years. Digging did not begin until 
1825 and two years later the Blackstone Canal was opened to 
commercial traffic. The trip via the canal from one city to the 
other took two days. However, a single canal boat could carry far 
more cargo than many horse drawn wagons.

Unwilling to cede their trade with Worcester to Providence, 
Boston business interests linked Worcester with a railroad 
in 1828, a year after the canal opened. The line was called 
appropriately the Boston & Worcester Railroad. Rhode Island 
was not about to roll over. In 1848, the Providence & Worcester 
Railroad began service. Worcester was a major beneficiary of these 

Sterling vs Hitchcock
from the bench by Mike Dunbar
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due east. In 1822, Boston possessed a well-established furniture 
and chairmaking trade that was close to 200 years old. Worcester 
residents had strong family, social and commercial ties to their 
larger neighbor, and much of the furniture identified as having 
been owned in Worcester, came from Boston. There is no doubt 
why Swett advertised that his prices were equally low as in that 
city and his workmanship superior. Boston was one of his three 
major competitors.

Lambert Hitchcock’s Factory—Riverton, CT, only 85 miles southwest 
of Worcester, also had Swett outmanned and outgunned. In 1822, 
when Mr. Swett ran his advertisement, Lambert Hitchcock’s 
factory was up and running. In fact, in 1822, Hitchcock took out 
his first ad in the Hartford Courant. Swett had the misfortune 
to be Hitchcock’s neighbor at the very moment the latter was 
testing a new means of production, one destined to dominate 
first the United States, and then the world. We don’t know how 
Swett ran and organized what he grandiosely called his cabinet 
and chair factory. However, history records Hitchcock as the guy 
who first applied to chairmaking the production techniques that 
became known as the factory method. Having disappeared so 
completely from the historical record, we have to assume Swett 
was not running a true factory, as was his more productive and 
efficient neighbor in Riverton.

Along with a reference to Boston, Swett’s ad took a swipe at 
another competitor. He claimed his chairs to be as cheap as any 
made in the county. Swett was referring to Worcester County and 
probably had his sights set on the town of Sterling, 17 miles to the 
northeast. In Sterling, in 1822, another experiment in mass chair 
production was underway and was creating stiff competition for 
Hitchcock and his ideas. Poor Mr. Swett was caught in the middle.

The Cooperative Sterling Model—As opposed to the factory model, 
Sterling chairmakers were testing a cooperative model, and in 
doing so, actually out produced Hitchcock. In 1825, the Riverton 
factory employed 100 people and produced 15,000 chairs. Five 
years earlier, the 1820 census recorded 23 private chair shops in 
Sterling (also employing an estimated 100 people). However, the 
census also recorded that the Sterling chair shops cranked out 
a combined annual total of 70,000 chairs—almost five times 
what a similar number of workers were producing in Riverton. 
The three most productive Sterling chair shops produced 8,000, 
6,000, and 4,000 chairs in 1820. Those three shops (out of 23) 
exceeded Hitchcock’s output by 3,000 chairs. All those chairs 
from Sterling were carried overland via an improved post road to 
coastal cities such as Salem and Boston. No wonder Swett worked 
himself into such a lather.

The Sterling chairmaking experiment is fascinating because 
these craftsmen succeeded not by competing with each other, 
but by cooperating with each other. The Hitchcock model—the 
modern factory—killed off competition. The Sterling model 
fostered small shops. Hitchcock’s plan relied on capital investment 
in buildings and machinery. In contrast, the Sterling model 
required neither large amounts of capital, nor a large physical 
plant. It made do with small chair shops strategically situated next 
to small streams (to run the lathes and circular saws.) Hitchcock 

used cheap, semi-skilled labor to kill off expensive craftsmanship. 
Sterling depended on skilled craftsman, above all the amazing 
speed achieved by trained chairmakers, to produce its incredible 
volume of chairs.

A daybook maintained by chairmaker Elbridge Gerry 
Reed (named for the Massachusetts politician who gave us the 
gerrymander) was published in the December, 1991 issue of 
The Chronicle of the Early American Industry Association by 
Sturbridge Village curator, Frank White. The daybook gives 
us a fascinating and revealing glimpse into the Sterling system. 
Reed ran his own shop and made chairs for sale, but much of 
his daily work was done for other chairmakers. Reed had a lathe 
and turned parts, but he also did everything else imaginable. He 
framed (assembled) chairs for others. He made seats for them. He 
made and repaired tools. He delivered chairs in his wagon, and 
rented the wagon to his fellow chairmakers so they could make 
their own deliveries.

Granted, Reed and his fellow Sterling chairmakers were 
producing a simple form of chair they referred to as a “common 
chair” and that antique collectors call “thumb backs”. Still, Reed’s 
speed and output were prodigious, shaming modern woodworkers 
and blowing our minds at the same time. For example, for one 
day’s work Reed charged another Sterling chairmaker for turning 
764 chair parts. The next day, he charged for 45 stretchers, 404 
legs, and 484 pillars (stiles). In another entry for two day’s work 
he charged yet another chairmaker for 933 turned pieces. The 
following five days he charged for 107, 1281, 1517, 1065, and 
1155 pieces. Three months later he charged the same chairmaker 
for three successive days of work for 298 legs, 605 pillars and 61 
legs, and 370 legs. In another entry he charged a fellow chairmaker 
for framing 100 little (child’s) chairs.

Imagine 23 chair shops employing 100 craftsmen all engaging 
in the same daily activities as Reed with a similar level of output 
and you can envision how Sterling out-produced Hitchcock. 
Sterling had created a viable production model. Imagine how 
different the world would be if it had prevailed rather than 
Hitchcock’s? The cooperative Sterling System was immune to 
the scourges of industrialization. This model would not have put 
people out of work or have created the Sweating System. Labor 
unions and the ensuing conflict would not have occurred as 
workers tried to protect wages and improve working conditions.

In Sterling’s cooperative system, craftsmen needed each other, 
and out of mutual need they worked for their mutual benefit. 
Their chairmaking model was not an artificial system as Utopian 
reformers would create at Fruitlands, Brook Farm, the Oneida 
Community, etc. There was no charismatic visionary like Bronson 
Alcott, Charles Lane, or Robert Owen. Sterling chairmakers were 
practical and productive craftsmen and developed their system as 
a way to provide for themselves. Their system was best described 
a century later by G. K. Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc when 
they proposed an economic model made up of small capitalists, a 
model they called by the unfortunate name, Distributism.

In the long run the Hitchcock model did prevail. In a matter 
of years, chair factories began to spring up in Gardner, 20 miles 
northwest of Sterling and for the town’s cooperative system, the 
writing was on the wall. 
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This past November I did an inlay demonstration at the 
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. The demonstration was 

for select patrons of the Museum, and the event was part of the 
Four Centuries of Massachusetts Furniture collaborative.

 I demonstrated the process and techniques for inlaying of 
stringing and banding, along with sand shading, the inlaying 
of bell flowers and the process of making and inlaying roping. I 
used a Federal style leg for the demonstration. I had also made 
up a couple of Pateraes for the display. One being a plain oval, 
bordered with holly stringing, and the second one was one 
that I had wanted to do for quite some time. Being from New 
Hampshire, I have always admired the furniture made by the 
Dunlaps and their use of basket weave. [Paterae is an oval-shaped 
ornament often used to give decorative flair to the upper portion, 
or pilaster, of Federal table legs—ed.]

 I pulled out two of my books on Dunlap Furniture. One being 
The Dunlaps & Their Furniture—The Currier Gallery of Art, this 
actually being a catalogue of a 1970 exhibit of Dunlap Furniture 
at the Currier. In this book, photo 88 shows a demilune table 
made by John Dunlap II and his use of a basket weave Paterae on 
the table legs. I decided to use this diamond shaped Paterae for 
my second Paterae for the MFA demonstration.

The second book was The Dunlap Cabinetmakers by Philip Zea 
and Donald Dunlap, this book also containing photos of basket 
weave inlay used by the Dunlaps. 

 My first step was to draft out the leg full size to determine the 
size of the diamond that would best fit the leg. I then had to figure 
out the width of each individual strip so that they would be evenly 
spaced within the weave to give the best possible appearance of 

a weave. I broke the diamond down into four quadrants to get 
the width of each quadrant. It worked out that each individual 
strip of the weave would be 5/32˝. I wanted to use the four strip 
weave, as was used by the Dunlaps. You can increase or decrease 
the number of strips just by dividing the number of strips into 
the width of the quadrant. I felt that the four strip was the most 
pleasing to the eye.

 I have a good size board of satinwood that I purchased when 
I was a student at North Bennet Street School, and I have used 
it mainly for decorative elements such as inlay and bandings. I 
decided to use some for the basket weave. I cut a piece of veneer 
from this board and I made my piece 6 1/2˝ long and 4˝ wide and a 
strong 1/32˝ thick (photo 1). This was enough for me to make five 
basket weave diamond inlays.

 Starting with a nice straight edge, I sand shaded the edge. Then 
paying attention to the direction of the grain, I used my slitting 
gauge and cut off the first 5/32˝ sand shaded strip. I continued this 
process of shading and cutting until I had enough strips to make 
the five inlays. As I cut the pieces off, I kept the pieces in the 
same order as they had been cut off the original piece of veneer 
(photo 2). I then reattached the pieces back together with blue 
tape again keeping them in the same order until I had five pieces 
of four individual sand shaded strips. 

 I took my bevel square and got the angle of the diamond 
that I had drafted. I transferred this angle to a piece of MDF 
so that they intersected near the edge of the MDF. I then ran 
a parallel line approximately one inch up from the edge of the 
MDF. This gave me a line to reference my pieces as I cut them 
at the proper angle to match the diamond. Always keeping the 

Basket Weave Inlay
by Kevin Ainsworth
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pieces in the right orientation. As I started my first cut, I put 
my first assembled piece on my reference line and made my first 
angled cut. I separate these two pieces, but keep them in the 
same orientation. I take my second assembled piece bringing it 
up against my first angled cut and tape them together. I then 
make my second and third cuts to this second piece. They are 
parallel cuts in line with the first piece. I shift the top offcut of 
the second piece and again tape this to the first piece. I then take 
the offcut from the first piece and slide it into match the first 
and second piece to complete the diamond, and again tape them 
together (photos 3&4). At this point all remaining cuts develop 
the diamond shape. I then glue the diamond to a backer veneer. 
I like to use a backer veneer of plain cut mahogany for stability. I 
normally use hide glue for this, either hot hide glue or old brown 
glue. It fills any small gaps between the individual pieces and 
won’t affect the finish.

 Once the glue is dry, I remove the blue tape that now reveals 
the face side of the inlay. I border the diamond inlay with holly 
stringing. You can use either Holly or black dyed stringing, or 
holly and black together. This all depends on the wood that is 
being used on the piece of furniture that is being made (photo 5).

 You can take this basket weave even further by making more 
diamond inlays and making a bigger basket weave inlay. This was 
done by the Dunlaps and can be seen in both books on a tilt 
top table (photo 6). Another great source in the Lie-Nielson Tool 
works DVD Fundamentals of Inlay: Paterae with Steve Latta. 
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I have had the good fortune of late to have a decent amount 

of commissioned work. However, there’s a slight downside to 

working solely on commissioned pieces of furniture—missing out 

on opportunities to show work in juried exhibitions. For the past 

few years, most of the juried exhibitions that I’ve been interested 

in submitting work to require that all work be for sale. This rules out 

the submission of commissioned work. In an attempt to capitalize 

on these opportunities to show my work, I built this cabinet that had 

been dancing around the pages of my sketchbook on its curved legs. 

In this article, I’ll describe how I created the curved legs.

The design of this cabinet started as a simple idea in my 

sketchbook—a tall cabinet with elegantly curved legs. A few sketches 

later I resolved some design decisions such as the single offset 

drawer flanked by crotch material and the asymmetric door whose 

panel aligned vertically with the drawer. Once the overall design and 

details were defined via sketches, I moved to CAD to work on overall 

dimensions and proportions. I use CAD as part of my design process 

because I’m proficient (after working for eight years designing timber 

frame structures) and because it allows me to assess any number of 

design tweaks extremely quickly. For example, I can draw a front view, 

copy it as many times as needed, make slight changes to dimensions 

or proportions of each copy, then compare the revised copies to the 

original. After deciding on the overall dimensions and proportions in 

CAD, I moved to a full size drawing of the entire piece and worked out 

the curve of the legs. This took maybe four or five additional revisions 

done on tracing paper. I find drawing the curves by hand to be more 

efficient because trying to layout asymmetric curves in CAD, or at 

least my CAD program, rarely results in something pleasing to the 

eye. The added benefit of drawing full size is that I can transfer the 

drawing to something solid to use as a leg pattern, in this case a piece 

of ~1/4˝ thick aspen.

To achieve the curves in the legs, I decided to steam bend the 

legs and then shape them to the final tapered curve. I could have 

used tapered laminations, but I didn’t want to see laminations in the 

finished leg. I also could have sawn the legs from a larger blank (or 

used blanks with extra material glued on at the feet to allow for the 

curves), but wasn’t keen on legs weakened by a limited amount of 

continuous grain at the curves. Plus, I wanted the grain of the legs to 

follow the curves, so steam bending seemed to be the only option.

The first step was making a bending form. Before I get into how 

the form was made, I should talk about the design of the form. The 

curve of the form had to be made more severe than the actual curve 

of the legs because of springback, which is the tendency of bent 

wood to try to return to it’s original shape. I’d like to say that I relied 

on my decades of experience in steam bending to calculate the 

exact amount of springback based on wood species, cross section 

Curvy Legs by Mike Korsak

1 The finished cabinet made of walnut, birds eye 
maple, and rosewood.
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of leg blank and severity of bend, but the truth is that it was mostly 

a guess informed by a dash of intuition and a bit of a feeling for the 

material. I don’t recall the exact amount of overbend in the form, but 

Photo 2 shows the form and leg blank (notice the springback in the 

leg). Compare this to Photo 3 which shows the pattern compared to 

the bent leg blank. As it turned out, the original shape of the form 

worked quite well. Initially I didn’t spend too much time making 

the form because of the chance that it would have to me modified 

or remade altogether depending on the amount of springback. 

After bending the first leg blank and liking the results, the only 

modification made to the bending form was to strengthen it with 

some additional MDF blocking, which also improved the clamping 

setup (see Photo 4).

The bending form was made of two layers of 3/4˝ MDF attached 

to a larger piece of MDF that was clamped to my bench during use. I 

started by drawing the form’s shape on a piece of MDF, bandsawing 

close to the line and then cleaning up with a spindle sander. The 

second layer was bandsawn using the first layer as a pattern, glued 

and screwed to the first layer, then routed to match the first layer 

with a bottom bearing pattern bit. After the form was made, I used 

a square to transfer reference lines from the pattern to the form (the 

bottom of leg, top of leg and tangent points of the inside/outside 

curves) and wrapped the form in clear packing tape to protect the 

MDF from moisture.

In addition to the bending form, I also used a drying form. A 

drying form is a duplicate of the bending form that is used to hold 

the bent part as it dries. It allows for the removal of the bent part 

from the bending form once it has cooled (but still has an elevated 

moisture content) so that the bending form can be used for bending 

another leg blank. Ideally you’d have one bending form plus enough 

drying forms so that all parts could be bent in one session. In my 

case, that would have required a bending form and five drying forms 

since I bent six legs (which includes two extra, one of which was the 

test bend). I didn’t want to commit that much material to make five 

drying forms, so I only made one.

The material used for the legs started as an air-dried black walnut 

timber, approximately 4˝ x 9˝ in cross section. From this timber, I 

cut six rift-sawn leg blanks approximately 13/4˝ square, with enough 

timber left over for maybe two additional leg blanks if needed. For 

consistency and straightness of grain, it was important to me to use 

rift-sawn material. This was achieved by drawing the square outline 

of each leg on the end of the timber and orienting each “square” so 

that the end grain ran at a 45° angle relative to the sides of the square. 

I then used a chalk line, framing square and bevel gauge to extend 

2 Notice the amount of springback after removal of clamps 
from the bent portion of the leg.

3 Compare the leg pattern to one of the bent legs. The amount 
of springback in the leg was quite acceptable with this form.

4 The form was reinforced with additional MDF blocking (on 
the right) which also improved the clamping setup at the foot 
of the legs. 
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those lines onto the faces of the timber. I then made a series of rips 

with a circular saw, adjusting the angle of the sawblade relative to the 

base with a bevel gauge.

I was lucky to find the timber for the legs from a local source and 

it was ideal to use for three reasons. First, it was air-dried. Second, it 

was large enough to provide all of the leg blanks, which meant that 

all of the legs would have consistent color and grain. Last, it was a 

beautiful timber—clear, straight-grained and had a bit of curl. 

Prior to steaming, all of the leg blanks were dimensioned over a 

period of a few days down to their finished size of a light 13/8˝ square, 

with about 10˝ of extra length. I smooth planed all four sides prior to 

steaming, knowing that I would have to kiss those faces again with 

the smoother after final shaping.

My steaming setup is a two-piece steam box and an Earlex steam 

generator. The steam box is made of 3/4˝ plywood, glued and screwed 

together. I like the two-piece setup because it allows me to use only 

one-half for steaming shorter parts. To steam these legs, only one-half 

of the steam box was used (see Photo 5). For longer parts, I just have 

to do a minimal amount of rearrangement of end covers and fasten 

the two halves together using plywood gusset plates.

For these legs, I only wanted to introduce steam where it was 

needed—where their feet curve—and not subject the entire leg to 

heat and moisture. To do this, I made an end cover for the steambox 

that had a square opening, about 1/4˝ larger on all sides than the leg 

blanks. This allowed the legs to be inserted into the box only as far 

a necessary with a towel wrapped around them to hold the steam 

inside (see Photo 6). While the box was heating, I kept the steam 

inside with a lid secured over the square opening in the cover with 

a single nail, which allowed the lid to be rotated out of the way for 

inserting the legs.

The steambox was allowed to pre-heat for about an hour, and 

each leg was steamed for 11/2 to 2 hours. After removing from the 

box, each blank was brought to the bending form in the correct 

orientation. Since it can be easy to turn or flip a leg when hurriedly 

moving it from the steambox to the form, I kept track of leg 

orientation by using blue tape with the word READ written on it 

(see Photo 7). This reminded me of the correct orientation of the 

leg on the form—with the word READ readable (see Photo 8). Leg 

orientation was important to me because I decided beforehand 

which blank I wanted to use for each of the four leg positions based 

on aesthetics such as grain, color and existence of any minor defects.

Once I had a properly oriented leg blank in the form, I used two 

flat Douglas-Fir clamping cauls at the top of the leg (see Photo 8) to 

6 The feet were only inserted into the steambox as far as 
necessary to bend at their feet. The towel is wrapped around 
the leg to hold steam in the box. 

7 The blue tape on the leg with the word READ written on it 
was used for proper orientation of the leg in the bending 
form. 

5 The steambox, or at least half of the steambox. The vertical 
gusset plates allow for attachment of the second half of 
the box, which increases the capacity for steaming longer 
material.
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ensure that this portion of the leg remained straight, flat and did not 

develop any distortion as the blank was bent around the form. After 

clamping the top of the leg with the cauls, I worked quickly down 

the leg, pulling it to the form with clamps. Each blank clamped to the 

form like a dream, with no tearing or crushing of fibers. I did not use a 

bending strap because the bend was fairly gentle and I did not want 

to risk metal stains on the wood.

Each leg blank remained in the bending form for approximately 

24 hours. Before removing from the bending form, I transferred 

reference marks from the bending form to the leg blank and then 

moved it to the drying form to make way for the next blank to be 

bent on the bending form. Each leg remained clamped to the drying 

form for another 24 hours. The legs were bent over a period of six 

days, one leg per day following the same progression from bending 

form to drying form. I could have condensed the steam bending 

portion of this project by using multiple drying forms. As touched on 

earlier, I didn’t want to commit that much material to drying forms 

and opted instead to do the steam bending while I was working on 

another project. 

After spending about 48 hours clamped to the bending and 

drying forms, the legs were allowed to dry for a few more days. 

Springback was very consistent among all leg blanks and was quite 

acceptable relative to the leg pattern (see Photo 3). Since only 

the bottom portion of each leg was exposed to steam, I wasn’t 

concerned with the entire leg needing time to dry before proceeding. 

So I continued with cutting of the case joinery—routing mortises and 

grooves for the rails, side panels and back boards.

Once all of the case joinery was cut, it was time to shape the 

straight and curved tapers. The setup for shaping the legs was 

quite basic and relied on an assortment of clamps as well as towels 

and pieces of leather to protect the work (see Photo 9). To shape 

the curves, I traced the pattern onto each leg, bandsawed close to 

the line and then worked down to the line with spokeshaves (see 

Photo 10) periodically checking that the curved faces remained 

square to the adjacent sides. For the final pass on each curved face, 

I used a spokeshave tuned much like a smoothing plane—a sharp, 

slightly cambered iron set to take a whisper of a cut. The two adjacent 

faces (not curved) were straight tapered to bring the foot square. 

These tapers were cut on the bandsaw and finished with hand planes. 

To complete the legs, I smooth planed all flat faces with a 

smoother and chamfered all corners including the bottom of the feet 

with a sharp block plane. Then it was time for dry assembly, pre-

finishing and then final assembly.  

8 The steamed leg clamped to the form. The cauls at the top 
of the leg are used to keep the leg free of any distortion as 
the foot was bent to the form. Notice the blue tape, which 
was used to orient the leg once it was removed from the 
steambox. 

9 An assortment of clamps were used to hold the legs for 
shaping, as well as towels and leather to protect the work.

10 Working down to the line on the concave face of the leg.



20 Summer 2014—Vol 6 No 2

As a professional woodworker, there are still times when a 

challenging project comes my way. I always revel in the 

opportunity to execute a piece with the sweeping movement of my 

hand—movements translating through my chisels. However, while 

never compromising the level of craftsmanship, looking for practical 

approaches to get me to the next phase of a project efficiently weigh 

heavily as a businessman. Here’s a dose of my own experience to 

simplify a challenging project using a trim router. The versatility of 

this tool can “trim” any daunting project.

I was recently hired to build a set of four Art Nouveau chairs 

to match an existing pair of arm chairs from a well known gallery 

in New York City. The maker is unknown but the chairs had a fluid 

aesthetic. These period chairs had undergone a fair amount of repair 

due to their slender parts, so on top of the overwhelming sculpted 

lines, there was the question of integrity. However, here I am going to 

describe how I tackled the sculpted lines. 

First things first. In order to come up with some sort of procedure 

we need to understand what’s involved with the project. At a glance, 

the lines and constant change in aesthetic elevation are intimidating. 

If we look closer though, everything remains consistent to the outer 

edge of this shapely form. With this information I can accurately 

develop the compounded form of the posts and rails, then pencil 

scribe my lines using the edge as a reference. 

Before I get into the roughing out my lines I would like to make 

a quick note on material selection for chairs. Most of the materials 

in the chair end up on the floor in chips and dust so try to maximize 

the stock within reason. As woodworkers we are grounded with the 

idea that we need to dimension everything flat and square before we 

develop our parts. From my experience, sometimes this can waste 

unnecessary time. If your procedure dictates that all you need are one 

or two reference surfaces, then stick with it. It’s ok to still work with 

rough lumber as long as you see those surface are unnecessary to mill. 

Also, if you trust your skills, don’t be shy to band saw the shoulders 

and miters of your joints, then tune up with a shoulder plane. The 

time it would take me to run a variety of different angles can be offset 

drastically so sometimes it’s ok to just “Grip it and Rip it.” 

With that, the secret to my success is a small trim router. Your 

hands still guide the work and give you control. People get obsessed 

with more power but a smaller tool makes roughing out material a 

bit safer and less intimating. The speed settings are nice but I think 

unnecessary for a trim router. Due to angular momentum and the 

restriction of a 1/4˝ shank, you want to run your bit at a fairly high 

speed to get a nice cut with minimal burning. Take this with a grain of 

salt though since the main focus of this process is to hog off the wood 

and then finish with a chisel, scraper and sandpaper. 

I identify which parts are coved, which parts are rounded and 

which parts are straight. I don’t get fussy with matching exact profiles 

since I tend to match the true molding to my gouges. But, if you are 

Trim Away the Waste

by Greg Brown
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really strict on using just the router, there are a number of companies 

that you can send in drawn shapes which can be formed into bits.

After my lines have been penciled in, I will then think of a how to 

approach them. For most of the parts, I had to plunge in free hand 

to remove the waste. Since the surface is compounded I tend to use 

the edge of my finger as a guide to follow my lines and exit the cut 

by tipping the router out. Now I’m not necessarily recommending 

that you do this but it works for me and I can manage the router 

confidently. It’s hard to engage the surface without plunging on 

some occasions because you run into the other areas that change 

dimension—in this case the carved corners on the crest rail and 

sweeping transitions into the seat rail . Always, always give yourself 

room ahead of your line so you have the ability to counter the risk of 

blow out.

Then you run into other aspects where you are fortunate enough 

to just run the bearing off of a shaped surface. This comes in handy 

and is straight forward for upholstery rabbets and preliminary 

chamfers and round-overs. Another word of caution though, you are 

working with left and rights so at some point you are running the cut 

against the grain. Note to judge these areas and work yourself back. 

Almost climb cut to avoid blow out. 

Since the majority of the moldings are in relation to the outermost 

edge of the parts, sometimes you will need to pattern route. In this 

case, I have a series of secondary bases for my router than can receive 

template guides and to keep the molded sections parallel to the edge. 

Then you run into 

areas where you want 

a nice straight defined 

line on a tapered 

surface. In this case 

I just simply turn my 

trim router into a 

horizontal cuter and 

jig my tapered part along the same axis as the bit. Usually on these 

surfaces I attach a curved platen below the cutter to act as a guide 

and depth stop. Some tend to like the irregular surfaces of a scraped 

or carved line but I have a critical eye and I find that sometimes these 

irregularities can disrupt the design and throw off the overall feel. 

These are decisions you have to make on your own and the manner 

you approach your work. Remember, it’s a different ball game when 

you’re doing this for a patron for which you wish to exceed their 

expectations.

As you can see my little router has turned into a driving work 

horse to execute my carvings as efficiently as I can. I’m sure there are 

other methods but these types of jobs are very specific and you have 

to be able to adapt your skills and alter them as you see fit. Another 

crucial point to take from this is I relied on my hand skills heavily to 

finesse the final stages of the carvings. So when that tricky project 

comes along don’t hesitate to pull out your router and “Trim” away the 

waste. 
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About four years ago, my wife, 
Marjorie, and I began thinking 

about downsizing. Our nine-room home 
was far larger than we needed, and the 
expense of operating and maintaining it 
continued to escalate. So we set out to look 
at some local retirement communities. Of 
course, my biggest concern was my wood 
shop. Not only disposing of the myriad of 
items collected over the past fifteen years, 
but also how to continue with my hobby. 

The first community we visited was 
the large Brooksby Village in Peabody, 
MA. It was an efficient operation offering 
care-free living and many activities for the 
residents, including a woodshop. But a 
visit to the woodshop revealed a somewhat 
disorganized operation—not a reasonable 
replacement for my present home shop. 
A second community we visited had no 
shop at all, and rejected my offer to bring 
my shop to them. So the downsizing pot 
moved to the back burner.

About a year ago, escalating costs for 
taxes, heating, landscaping I could no 
longer do myself and general maintenance 
moved the pot back to the stove front. We 
again visited Brooksby, and a stop by the 
wood shop revealed a neat, well-organized 
operation under a new leader. This had 
excellent possibilities so we decided to 
make the move. We put down deposits 

and began attending meetings on selling 
one’s home, downsizing possessions and 
making the move.

But apartment location was not a trivial 
question. The 90 acre campus with 1,336 
apartments housing 1,700 residents means 
apartments can be over a quarter mile from 
the wood shop; not exactly convenient. I 
didn’t want a quarter-hour walk or shuttle 
bus ride to get back and forth to the shop. 
A couple of months passed when I got a 
call from the Sales Department. “A large 
two bedroom apartment has just become 
available across the hall from the wood 
shop!” I drove over immediately to look 
and we took it!

Moving My Shop

The Brooksby Woodshop Committee 
visited my shop to see what I had and what 
might be useful additions to their shop. 
Their initial position was their shop didn’t 
have the space for every new woodworking 
resident to bring his entire shop. Rather, 
they felt they already had a well-equipped 
shop. But we negotiated over my disk/
belt sander, drum sander, bandsaw with 
riser and tablesaw mounted router table, 
and they agreed I could bring them. They 
also agreed to let me bring my workbench. 
The shop had work surfaces, but only one 

minimal woodworking bench, so mine 
would make two. They also found space 
for a small cabinet for my personal hand 
tools. While they had a good assortment 
of hand tools, they were not in prime 
condition. And the rules of the game were 
that everything I brought would become 
the property of the Brooksby shop.

But what about the rest of my shop? 
Delta drill press, Parks planer, Oliver lathe, 
Boyce-Crane jointer, Bosch miter saw, 
Powermatic floor mortiser and cabinet 
saw, plus a variety of portable power 
tools, storage cabinets, and a ton of little 
hand tools. Selling them would be an 
overwhelming task for which I had not 
the time before moving. A shop sale would 
net only a tiny fraction of their worth, and 
I hoped I might bring some of them to 
Brooksby eventually after I got established 
with the shop.

The solution came from Guild member 
Ed Taylor who had recently built a large 
shop space only a couple of miles from 
my shop. Ed offered to store all my tools, 
equipment and hardwood in his shop until 
I needed it at Brooksby, and to give me 
full access to his shop to work there, about 
a 15 minute drive from Brooksby. So the 
move began. Ed and I sorted through 
the items, dividing them into take-
with-me, store-at-Ed’s or just dump. We 

A Retirement Workshop
by Bruce Wedlock
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spent about five weeks making decisions, 
packing and loading his truck, and then 
moving the boxes. Guild members John 
Cioffi and Burt Ouelette also pitched in 
to help. I hired a rigger to move my heavy 
stationary machines to Ed’s, and the home 
movers transported the sanders, band saw 
and work bench to Brooksby. The task 
was completed two days before the home 
closing.

The Brooksby Shop

The Brooksby Wood Shop consists of a 
machine room and a bench room of 500 
sq. ft. each, plus two smaller connecting 
rooms. One is a ventilated finishing 
room. The other provides locker space for 
individual members to store their personal 
materials and lumber storage wall racks.  
The stationary power tools include:

•	 SawStop	10˝	Cabinet	Saw
•	 Craftsman	10˝	Radial	Arm	Saw
•	 DeWalt	12˝	Chop	Saw
•	 PowerMatic	6˝	Long	Bed	Jointer
•	 Jet	15˝	Planer
•	 PowerMatic	12˝	Band	Saw
•	 Delta	14˝	Band	Saw	for	resawing

•	 Jet	6/12˝	Belt/Disk	Sander	
•	 Jet	16/32˝	Drum	Sander
•	 Ridgid	14˝	Drill	Press
•	 Delta	Lathe
•	 DeWalt	Scroll	Saw
•	 Grizzly	Mortising	Machine
•	 Router	Table	with	precision	lift	&	fence	

The shop is equipped with dust 
collection on all the machines. A Grizzly 
central vacuum services the larger 
machines, while the smaller machines have 
dedicated shop vacs. A Jet Air Filtration 
System cleans the machine room air.

In addition there is a full complement 
of portable power tools including drills, 
sanders, routers, pin nailers, scroll saws, 
etc. along with a complete assortment of 
shared hand tools, drill and router bits, 
clamps and finishing supplies. A good 
supply of left-over wood produces small 
projects, and Lowe’s and Home Depot 
are five minutes away for pine, poplar, 
maple, oak and plywoods. Traditional 
woodworking benches and assembly tables 
provide construction space. We are now 
undertaking some renovations to handle 
more members by more efficient machine 

location and additional woodworking 
benches.

Shop membership is open to all 
residents upon payment of the $30 annual 
fee. The Shop meets monthly to discuss 
operations, review the treasury, approve 
modifications and purchases of major 
equipment. There are about 50 members, 
of which about ten use the shop several 
days a week. Projects consists of book 
and storage shelving, cribbage boards, 
small items made for non-profit groups, 
tables, chairs and occasional cabinet work 
for the Brooksby facility. One member 
spends several mornings a week re-caning 
chair seats. His work is truly professional 
despite his 98 years. Several members are 
busy repairing items for residents and my 
threaded rod and epoxy repair for broken 
chair leg tenons has become popular. 
Many projects are built for residents’ sons 
and daughters.

Instruction

The skill level of most members is 
typical of a casual home shop. Presently 
there are a couple of furniture makers, 
and I have been offering suggestions on 
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improving joinery techniques. Cleats were 
the method of shelving support until I 
demonstrated that dados could be safely 
cut with a router or on the tablesaw. I 
recently taught one member how to cut 
angled tenons for a chair he was building. 
Cioffi helped me tune up the SawStop and 
install my router table with bit storage 
drawers. I also built a tricked out zero-
clearance cutoff sled with an adjustable 
T-track stop block and ruler, which is now 
the preferred cutoff tool. 

I have offered classes on making Shaker 
oval boxes which runs for two half-day 
sessions. I’ve also taught a class on making 
a Shaker style end table with a shelf. 
Members’ previous table construction 
technique had no decorative shaping and 
employed angle-iron joinery. Traditional 
mortise and tenon joinery was not really 
an option, so I began exploring the use 
of pocket screws. It soon became clear 
that a nice table could be made is a two 
afternoons, so I offered a class to four 
members with assistance of Ouelette. The 
students learned to taper legs, glue up 
tops and cut a tapered edge, dado legs to 
hold the shelf, and shape and fit thin rails 
for the shelf with a scraper and shooting 
board. They were amazed how easy it was 
to build an attractive piece of furniture. 
See the comparison photos below.

I expect some of you will be wrinkling 

your nose at the concept of pocket screw 
joinery for furniture. But you need to 
consider the membership’s skill level. 
They are not North Bennet Street alumni. 
They are men over 70, many with some 
deficiency in their sensory or motor skills. 
They are not interested in the fine points 
of mortise and tenon joinery. They want 
to build projects with a minimum time 
investment, and if it comes out attractive, 
that is a plus. Maybe after I make some 
traditional furniture, one or two might 
want to learn how it’s done. One member 
has joined the Guild and accompanies me 
to the Period Furniture Group meetings. 
But most are not that interested, and 
pocket screw joinery with its simple jigs 
and clamps make assembling a small table 
a snap. 

Conclusion

Downsizing a shop over a couple of 
months is a daunting task. But eventually 
it must be done. Finding a suitable 
retirement community with shop space 
is not easy, but they are out there. So 
start looking and negotiating. It might 
take several years to reach an agreement. 
Persistence pays off. Don’t leave your shop 
disposal to your poor widow. 



At some point in woodworking, we all decide that we need 

another piece of machinery or tool. The first thought is of a 

local woodworking store like Rockler or Woodcraft. You may also 

check out the online suppliers such as Amazon, Grizzly, Woodworker’s 

Supply and the many others. After you have checked out all these, 

there are some other sources that you might not have thought too 

much about. Those sources are eBay, Craigslist, the classified section 

on many of the woodworking forums, and the Guild’s own classified 

section (www.gnhw.org/for-sale). There is almost anything you might 

want out there on the internet. The trick is to find it and to determine 

its actual condition and value. The Old Woodworking Machine 

(www.owwm.org) website has this rule: “OWWM Rule No. 1: The seller, 

standing in front of the machine with access to all sides and in full 

daylight, will not/cannot describe the machine correctly.” I have found 

this to be very true. It is sometimes amusing to see how badly some 

machines are described. The best bargains are often the ones that are 

described incorrectly. 

Craigslist is a localized listing. There is a separate site for each area. 

Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont each have their own list. There 

are also separate lists for different areas of Massachusetts. There are 

search engines which will allow you to search multiple lists with a 

single entry. Some work better than others. One of the most popular 

is Search Tempest (www.searchtempest.com). It allows you to search 

all the lists within a given radius of your location. 

When buying used machinery like buying new machinery, it 

is really an advantage to be able to see, check out and run the 

machine before you actually agree to make the purchase. If you are 

relying on the seller’s description or photographs of the condition, 

be overly cautious. Most people tend to think that their items are 

in better condition than they actually are. Be especially careful of 

tools that are rusty, dirty or obviously damaged. This may indicate 

poor maintenance and abuse. As a price starting point, I use the 40% 

rule. That is, I check to see what new similar tools would cost and 

figure that 40% of that is a fair price for a used tool in what appears 

to be good operating condition. For a “brand new” item in the box 

I might go as high as 60% or a little more depending on several 

factors, a couple being, how far away is it and how easy to get it home. 

Remember, that this tool is considered “used” even if it is still in the 

box and as the second owner, you probably have no warranty. Also, 

most tools go on sale at one time or another, so if you want new and 

you do not need it right now, you may be able to get it for up to 20% 

or more off the listed retail price. 

When buying used machinery that is more than a few 

years old, be prepared to do some repairs. This would include 

replacing the belts and bearings (Journal article—May, 2009 at 

www.gnhw.org/journal-archive) and other missing and broken parts. 

Rust covered tables and bare metal parts can be cleaned, usually with 

good results if not badly pitted. But the rust is a good bargaining tool 

to get the price down. If possible, get someone knowledgeable to 

check it out with you. New parts for older machines may or may not 

be available. Used parts for older non-Asian machines can sometimes 

be found on the classified section of the OWWM website. 

One other quality factor to take into consideration is the country 

of origin. Made in America may be good if it was made before the 

bean counters took over the design process. Made in the Far East 

may not be good if it was before some of the better known brands 

improved their quality. Another factor to think about is whether or 

not it is an “orphan”, a tool with no support or spare parts available 

because the manufacturer is no longer in business or it was a very low 

production item. I have seen big expensive machines junked because 

a small, but critical part is no longer available and to have one custom 

made was too expensive to make it worthwhile. If the machine is 

three phase electrically, the price may be reduced significantly. Three 

phase machines can easily be adapted to single phase with a VFD if it 

is 3 horse power or less using a VFD (Journal—July, 2011).

If you do not already have a PayPal account, I recommend that 

you get one. It is safe and many sellers accept only PayPal or cash. If 

you are dealing remotely, having a PayPal account can really make 

payment much easier and more secure. As a buyer, you get very good 

protection from PayPal. As a side note, the Guild has successfully used 

PayPal for dues and symposium payments for several years. 

Tips on 
   Buying & Selling 
   on Craigslist & eBay

by Peter James
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The other side of this coin is selling your used and no longer 

needed tools and machines. If you are going to be selling things, 

you will find it advantageous to open a Craigslist account. It makes 

it much easier to post your ads and to track and manage them. The 

same goes for eBay. There is no charge for Craigslist or Guild ads and 

eBay only charges you when you sell things. 

 There are some obvious things to do to get the maximum for 

your items before placing the ad. Make sure they are clean as possible. 

This means cleaning and waxing the tables and bare metal with a 

non-silicone paste wax, polishing the painted surfaces with some 

automobile polish and dusting off all those years of accumulated saw 

dust. The better it looks, the better impression the buyer will have. 

Make sure it is tuned up and running at its very best. For a saw, have a 

sharp blade installed that will give a glass smooth cut. For a planer or 

jointer, have sharp knives set to give a smooth cut. Make it look and 

run	like	new	or	better	if	you	can.	If	the	machine	is	“plug	&	play”,	the	

buyer will pay much more than if they are buying a project. 

Have the machine or tool displayed in a location where the buyer 

can see all sides and try it out. If possible, make it easy to move so 

that they can take it home on the first visit. Machines buried in a 

corner under a pile of junk don’t sell well. Have a good explanation 

as to why you are selling. That might be that you are getting a bigger 

machine, you are downsizing your shop, you have multiples that 

you don’t need, your area of interest has changed from flatwork to 

woodturning, etc. These things may seem to be obvious, but are very 

often overlooked. 

Now we get to the hard part, or the part where many people go 

astray—placing the ad. A few basic guidelines include writing a good 

description. “For sale: tablesaw” does not generate much interest. 

Accurately describe the item. Give the brand, model, size, horsepower, 

voltage of the motor, year of manufacture, and as many other details 

as possible. Putting in the reason for selling is a good idea. It tells the 

buyer that you aren’t trying to get rid of the item because it doesn’t 

work or is defective. 

The ad should contain photographs—good photographs and try 

not to use stock photographs taken from the internet. Stock photos 

say to the prospective buyer, “my item doesn’t look all that good so I 

used this photograph from the internet” and give a bad impression. 

The photos don’t have to be professional quality, but should show the 

features of the item that are important. A photo of the model/serial 

number tag is helpful. If your photos are not clear and bright, you 

need to edit them. You do not need to be an expert in Photoshop for 

this. A free program from Google Picasa, (picasa.google.com) can do 

all that you need. 

The example below was taken from an actual Craigslist ad, I kid 

you not! This is the same photograph before and after editing. The 

black one was the lead photo for the ad. Lo and behold, we have a 

Delta UniSaw! The title for the ad only said “Rockwell Table Saw - $1”. 

The ad was 28 days old and the actual price listed in the ad was $800. 

A decent deal. Details make a difference!! 

When you are preparing the photographs for your ad, there are a 

few things that you can easily do to make them work better for you. 

Crop the image to show only the details that you are trying to show 

with that photo. Make sure it is upright, pictures upside down or 

on their side are hard to view and people will pass over that ad. Get 

the brightness adjusted so that the picture is not too dark. Digital 

cameras tend to give “dark” images. The lead image should make 

it clear what you are selling. In Craigslist, you can have up to eight 

photographs. Use as many as you can. More photos give more details 

and help to sell your item. 

Actual photo from a Craigslist ad Same photo after editing
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When pricing your item, see what similar items are selling for. 

You can start with the 40% rule mentioned above and add a little for 

haggle room. See what others like it are actually selling for. There is 

often a big difference between what some people are asking and the 

price things are selling at. On Craigslist you can see how old the ad 

is. If the item has been listed for 6 weeks and still has not sold, it is 

probably priced too high. If you see one with a new listing and the ad 

is quickly taken down, it probably sold quickly and was priced to sell. 

If you see the same item listed over and over, you know it is priced 

wrong. It is said, if you wait long enough, someone will come along 

and buy it at a high price, but I have seen items relisted over and over 

for years and still not sold. Be realistic! On eBay listings, watch the 

auction items to see what the bids are. The “Buy it now” items can be 

over priced. 

Many of the things that woodworkers are selling are big and 

heavy. Advertizing them locally and specifying “local pickup” 

eliminates the hassle of shipping. For these items Craigslist and the 

Guild classified ads, both free, are the best place to place ads. For 

smaller and more expensive items like a plane or chisels that can be 

shipped in flat rate boxes from the Post Office, eBay works well as you 

get world wide exposure. If you do ship items, packing is important. 

For items that are heavy for their size, building a wooden box that just 

slides inside a flat rate cardboard box works great. I once shipped 30 

pounds of lead to Alaska in a medium flat rate box and it arrived just 

fine using this method. 

I post the classified ads on the Guild website. I receive many of 

the “For Sale: Table Saw” ads and also many photographs that need 

editing. There are a lot of things sold on the Guild site and the ones 

that sell quickly are the ones with fair prices, good descriptions and 

clear photographs. 

Buying used machines and tools can have a risk factor, but if you 

are careful, you can get some very good items at prices much below 

what new would cost. Also, if you have to do some repairs or tune-ups, 

that will make you more familiar with how the machine operates and 

how to maintain it for a long life. Another thing to remember is that 

brand new machines are not always ready to use right out of the box. 

The two most important factors in selling are to price it reasonably 

and make sure it is clean. If you do this, you can sell your unwanted 

things quickly. 

Socket Rails
After 40 years of collecting socket wrenches, I suddenly 

discovered that I did not have a set of 1/4˝ drive hex bits. At the 

auto parts store I picked up a set made by GearWrench, the company 

that invented the modern forged ratcheting box wrench. I liked the 

quality of the sockets, but I was even more impressed by the well-

designed socket rail that came with them. 

Each socket is retained by a ball with spring pressure—the same 

way it is on a ratchet drive. This allows each socket to “snap” off and 

on easily. What a pleasure this is compared to struggling with the old 

metal clips with their sharp edges that I always hated. This is one of 

those rare cases where plastic beats metal.

The socket rails come in 1/4˝, 3/8˝, and 1/2˝ drive sizes and various rail 

lengths. They come in blue for metric, and red for inch sizes. I ordered 

several through MSC after getting the numbers from the GearWrench 

web site. Get some, and get organized! 

by Jon Siegel

Buying & Selling—Continued from pg 27
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Fence “Shim”

Arbor Centerline

Cove Center Distance

Take your basic taper jig and open it up from 10° to 35° and 
it becomes a cove cutting jig. It’s really a taper jig with a very 

wide angle of adjustment. But unlike the taper jig which follows 
the stock down the rip fence past the blade, this one is clamped to 
the fence and the work slides past the jig. It’s a traditional way to 
cut coves on your tablesaw, to make crown molding or anything 
else that requires a large diameter cove cut. The photo shows the 
basic construction. 

Some hairy trigonometry calculations provide the following 
data to get a predictable known cove radius. On the rip fence 
board, the hinge to the pivot hole distance is 261/2˝. The hinge to 
pin hole distance is also 261/2˝. The cross brace needs several holes 
drilled per the table. 

•	 Note—The	two	fence	boards	must	be	taller	than	your	saw	
fence. Mine was a little too short (dictated by scrap on 
hand) so I glued spacer blocks on top of the fence boards 
at the pivot and pin points. 

•	 Note—The	fence	boards	need	to	be	as	long	as	your	rip	
fence to make sure that the exit end misses the tablesaw 
fence. Failing to notice that on my long fence, the first 
cove cut was only about 20˝ long, conveniently stopped 
by the rip fence. So another jig became a “fence shim” to 
get the clearance past the end of the rip fence. 

Mount a hinge at the exit end of the jig which is just two 
pieces of 1x4 about 36˝ long. Drill the two fence holes 261/2˝ from 
the exit end. Make the cross piece out of 1/2˝ x 3/4˝ x ~20˝. Drill a 
1/4˝ hole near one end and then drill additional holes spaced from 

by Bob Oswald

Cove Cutting
Super Taper Jig

Hinged at exit end of jig

Hinge to 

Pivot = 261/2˝

Distance

Angle

Distance Angle Cove Radius
11 ¼˝ 24° 1˝
14 1/3˝ 30° 1 ½˝

18˝ 38° 2˝

Tablesaw fence

Hinge to 
Pin hole = 261/2˝

Clamp to tablesaw fence

that hole according to the table. These angles are used to cut a 
predetermined cove radius. You decide the radius of cut and set 
the fence to the appropriate angle. 

To align the center line of your cove, you need to find the 
center point of the blade. Raise the blade about 1/4˝ above the 
table. Removed the insert and using a square, transfer the center 
of the arbor to the table surface. Make a mark on the table surface. 
Re-install the insert. Lower the blade below the table. Draw a line 
across the insert at the mark you made on the table. The center 
of the cove cut will be where the line intersects the center of the 
blade as it is raised above the table. Measure out square from the 
cove fence to the intersection to set 
your cove position. 

All of the calculations and 
measurements assume that the 
blade will protrude through the 
table only a small amount. This is 
typical of a cove cut anyway. 

Caution—Make each successive 
cove cut raising the blade only 1/16˝ 
at a time until you get the desired 
width. 
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book review by Joe barry

The founder of The Center for Furniture Craftsmanship, Peter 

Korn, takes us on a tour of his development as a craftsman. Korn 

started out as a Carpenter on Nantucket and transitioned into a self 

taught furniture maker in the early 70’s. His journey as a craftsman 

is the subject of his reflections of both how and why we do this. He 

manages to do this without divorcing the reality of all too tangible 

work from the all too common philosophical musings frequently 

encountered in this type of book.

“In the workshop, wishing just won’t make it so. The craftsman 

is forced to come to terms with the physical properties of materials, 

the mechanical properties of tools, and the real capacity and limits 

of his own dexterity, discipline and imagination. In this way, craft’s 

materiality imposes cooperation on the sometimes discordant 

factions of the mind. By necessity it reconciles the desire to 

interpret the world in ways that are emotionally gratifying with the 

countervailing need for accurate information to facilitate effective 

decision making. Thus the holistic quality of craft lies not in engaging 

the whole person, but also in harmonizing his understanding of 

himself in the world (pg. 56).”

As a craftsman Korn struggled to find a distinctive style to 

differentiate his work from that of his competition. He came to find 

that the integrity, simplicity, and grace (pg 102) that was seeking in 

his work were also characteristics that was hoping would develop 

within him as a person as well. The philosophy he developed as an 

administrator at the Anderson ranch Arts Center was based on this 

recognition that craftspeople make both to produce tangible objects 

and to produce change in themselves.

“As I have come to see it, there are three different contexts in 

which one can participate in a creative field. For shorthand, I call 

them the first person, second person, and third person voices. You 

participate in the first person when you explore new ideas by making 

things yourself. You participate in the second person when you 

interact with the ideas of others through a direct response to the 

objects they have created. You participate in the third person when 

you engage with someone’s creation at a remove, through language 

and images, as when listening to someone explain a technique on 

television, seeing a craft object in a magazine, or reading about a 

craftsman in a book (pg 147).”

This book is worth the third person engagement to enjoy his 

thoughtful reflections on the past 40 years of the craft and the 

journey of the modern crafts revival movement.

David R. Godine—Publisher. 

2013. ISBN 978-1-56792-511-1. $24.95 

Why We Make Things 
& Why It Matters
The Education of a Craftsman

Peter Korn will be our guest speaker at 
the Annual Guild Meeting—Sept, 2014
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It is always a delight to finally find something you have been 

searching for a long time. And, recently I have had two such finds. 

I am really smiling these days! On the small and simple side, the new 

magnetic studs from Lee Valley solve a problem that has bothered me, 

without exaggeration, for three decades. I have long used peg boards 

to hang tools and found that there were always a few tools that 

simply could not be hung on the board due to the lack of the correct 

hanger. Lee Valley has solved that problem (as they have many others 

I will admit!) with a magnetic stud that simply screws into the board 

allowing you to hang any steel tool you have. They hold up to a 

pound so they won’t hold your framing hammer, but many smaller 

tools will do just fine. I had to slightly enlarge the holes to allow the 

stud to screw in but that was simple. Find them on their website. Then 

just enter “50K04.01” into the search bar—www.leevalley.com.

On the bigger scale I found the square I had been looking for 

recently. I always wanted a square the size of a typical framing 

square that was dead on accurate. I own at least five framing 

squares and all are off a hair. Not a problem for framing, but no 

good for furniture work. I tried adjusting several without luck and 

almost gave up until I came across the Chappell model #1824-S 

Master Framer. It is guaranteed to be square to 0.003˝ which will 

do for me! I don’t need all the rafter tables. I just need a square 

I can trust! Like all great tools it isn’t cheap—the 12˝x18˝ model 

is $85 and the 18˝x24˝ model is $125. But clearly this is a lifetime 

tool. Now, anyone need five old squares that are close to square— 

www.chappellsquare.com/product/framing-square?

The last thing I’d like to mention is a book published in 

2012—Mahogany: The Costs of Luxury in Early America by Jennifer L. 

Anderson. I read this recently and it was an eye opener about what 

early mahogany furniture represents. The slave labor used to get the 

wood to furniture shops makes me see that furniture in an entirely 

new light. I will not stop admiring the beauty of a piece by Townsend, 

but I will also see behind the piece to the human cost of such 

work. The book is a bit dry in some places, but well worth reading 

if you are interested in early mahogany furniture. It is available on 

amazon.com. 

What’s New in My Shop

Lee Valley Magnetic 
Studs—With these simple 
studs, you can add a 
magnetic tool holder just 
about anywhere you can 
drill a 1/4˝ hole.

Chappell Square Framing 
Squares—Made of 
13 gauge stainless steel 
with deep etched rulings 
and tables. This square 
will last a lifetime.

Mahogany: The Costs of 
Luxury in Early America—
Traces the path of this 
wood through many 
hands, from source to sale: 
from the enslaved African 
woodcutters, including 
skilled “huntsmen” who 
located the elusive trees 
amidst dense rainforest, 
to the ship captains, 
merchants, and timber 
dealers who scrambled 
after the best logs, to the 
skilled cabinetmakers 
who crafted the wood, 
and with it the tastes and 
aspirations of their diverse 
clientele.

tool review by Peter breu



Member Gallery

Bruce Wedlock Peabody, MA
Queen Bed—This cherry queen-size bed was made from 

plans in April 2002 Workbench. It took me about eight 

years of my wife bugging me to start it, and 17 months 

of actual work.  The finish is potassium dichromate stain 

(1/4 teaspoon in 1 cup of distilled water) and wipe-on poly.

George & Roseann Saridakis Groton, MA
Earth, Water, Fire Sculpture—White ash. Each sculpture 

is about 12˝ in diameter. They are turned, carved, alcohol 

stained and finished with lacquer.

Michael O. Moore Merrimac, MA
Solid Walnut Shoe Bench—Designed for clients in 

Brookline, MA. Featured in the Furniture Finds in the 

Merrimack Valley Magazine spring 2014 home edition. The 

bench has push-to-open doors, two levels for shoes inside and 

provisions for rails for a future cushion. Finished with a five step 

process with three glazes, shellac and a varnish topcoat.

David Belser Penacook, NH
Basket Weave Vessel—Spalted sugar maple. I 

like using wood with a strong visual element in 

it such as staining or spalting. The stain carries 

through the layers of veneer and illustrates that 

the layers where once a solid block of wood. 

To me this is a reference to the actual layered 

structure of the wood. The blank came from a 

large sugar maple that had stood in the yard 

of a family homestead that had to be cut down. 

The wood from this one tree was shared with 

over 200 artists.

Photo by Rob Huntley


