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A little over a year ago, I got a knock on my apartment door at 

Brooksby Village. This is usually someone from the woodshop, 

which is right across the hall, looking for a bit of advice. This time it 

was Bill Hartwig, a very elderly resident in a power wheelchair, who 

announced he wanted to make a pie crust table. My immediate 

thought was, “Not in your wildest dreams!” However, I chatted politely 

and to humor him I lent him my copy of Making a Pie Crust Tea Table 

by Heller & Clarkson. He was back a few days later asking where he 

could buy this book. I told him, “Amazon. Where’s that?”, he wondered. 

So I ordered one for him.

A couple of weeks later he showed up in the shop with pieces 

of 6/4 mahogany and glued up the rough top. He soon was routing 

out the top as illustrated in the book. He wasn’t the most skillful, but 

working from a wheelchair did make it more difficult. There were a 

couple errors which he carefully repaired. Next he attacked the rim. 

After cutting the rough outline he started shaping with one of the 

shop’s rasps which had seen far better days. At this point I was now 

getting impressed with his tenacity and patience so I lent him my 

No. 9 Auriou. He couldn’t believe how nicely it cut. After a couple of 

months of filing and sanding, he had a very nice rim.

When it came time for the column, he brought a nicely finished 

foot-high model of the table to the shop to work out the column 

turning. “Where did you get this?” I asked. He replied that he had 

made it back in the ‘70’s. It was a replica of the furniture models 

traveling salesmen carried way back when. 

Drafting and scaling the column from a wheelchair was a bit 

difficult, so I was now enthusiastic to help and made him a full-size 

CAD drawing. He then obtained a length of 12/4 mahogany and 

went to the lathe. Again working from his chair, he turned a very nice 

column.
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Now it was time for the legs. We discussed the traditional sliding 

dovetails and spider for the joinery, but I persuaded him that metal 

dowels and epoxy would be much easier and stronger. The details of 

this joint are described on page 40 of the Spring, 2016 issue of The 

Journal. The legs were carefully fashioned before assembly and then 

fastened to the column block before final shaping.

The table has a traditional tilting top but with a mechanism of 

Bill’s own design rather than the traditional birdcage. Bill finished the 

table with stain and varnish but redid it several times until he was 

satisfied with the results. That was a lot of extra stripping and sanding.

About Bill Hartwig 

Bill will be 100 years old in January. He was born in New York City 

of German immigrants. His grandfather was a woodcarver for Keiser 

Wilhelm. His father built bungalows in Lindenhurst, Long Island, in 

the 1930s and Bill helped with this work. He took metalworking in 

high school and built a midget Class A hydroplane among his shop 

projects. He attended Long Island University.

In 1937 he was hit by a drunk driver which severely damaged 

his left leg. He rejected amputation, but the pain from the repair 

continues to this day, and he is still on codeine. He worked on aircraft 

engines during WWII for Fairchild. He then worked for five different 

companies to learn new skills and then returned to Fairchild as head 

of quality control. In 1955 he moved to Alcoa in charge of quality 

control for all of New England. He moved to Brooksby in 2003 after his 

wife passed away. Bill built the table as a 50th anniversary present to 

his daughter and son-in-law from his late wife and him.

So for all you procrastinators, it’s never too late to build that 

dream project! 
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The Journal Today

Although the Journal is an important Guild publication, the 

genesis was the Guild newsletter—The Old Saw. The Old Saw 

goes back to 1991 with Jon Siegel as its first editor. The content grew 

over the years to include feature woodworking articles. That first issue 

even had a piece titled A Plate Full of Biscuits–Commentary by Woody 

Gluejoint. A bit of humor I suppose. 

This year, we have abandoned the publication of a formal Guild 

newsletter in favor of our weekly TouchUps email as our preferred 

means of communication. However, we still publish individual articles 

as they become available. They are branded as Old Saw Articles 

available in PDF format online at gnhw.org/old-saw-articles.

Printing—From the beginning, The Journal has had a budget 

supporting 120 pages each year. We published four times in 2009 but 

then quickly dropped to three issues per year thereafter. Beginning 

with this issue, we will be publishing twice each year (Spring and Fall) 

but at a larger 56 page count each time.

Our costs have been consistent year after year. With the benefit 

of a nonprofit discount, production costs held steady at ~20¢ per 

page for six years. However with no change in quality, these costs 

have decreased in each of the past two years to less than 16¢ per page 

today. 

Our printer is PuritanCapital in Hollis, NH. As Puritan has grown, 

their costs to run our short run digital press have gone down. They 

have chosen to pass the savings on to us. But there is perhaps another 

reason. Michael Ames (co-owner) has gone on record saying …I 

wanted to be a boat builder when I was young, so I have to support the 

industry somehow! Tongue in cheek perhaps, but there is no mistaking 

that Puritan has been good to us for these many years—very fair with 

a quality product and easy to deal with.

Mailing—Puritan also connected us with a bulk mail service 

(MajorMail) which PuritanCapital eventually purchased thereby 

bringing that service in-house. With a nonprofit bulk mail permit, our 

postage and service fees have dropped to roughly 10% of total costs. 

MajorMail provides us with an envelope stuffing and mail preparation 

service which eliminated a big thankless task formerly performed by a 

number of Guild members over the years. Syd Lorandeau was the last 

to do this—thanks Syd. Today, it is a hands-off operation with just a 

mailing list required from us.

Why Do We Do This?—It’s not a rhetorical question. The Guild’s 

primary mission is education—the sharing of knowledge. We have 

had over 80 authors write for The Journal. The majority have been 

dues paying members. Many have been long time supporters. 

Others have been enticed to submit one or two articles. We currently 

have ~35 active authors which can be called upon.

Authors—We need more authors if we are to continue with 

the current page count. If you have a topic, please contact me 

(jseroskie@gmail.com). The topic is your’s. You don’t need to be an 

expert—just a willingness to share your experience!

It is worth mentioning that over the years, roughly 15 authors 

have been contacted by Fine Woodworking magazine because of 

material they authored for either the Old Saw or Journal. One was 

Marty Milkovits who landed on Fine Woodworking’s front cover with 

his first of several articles.

Associate Editors—Most authors write because they have been 

personally asked and the vast majority say yes! Although there are 

some notable exceptions, most authors are contacted just once each 

year. We would benefit from a broader circle of authors.

Therefore, I am looking for one or more Associate Editors to help seek 

out new material. This means looking for potential authors not on our 

current list, doing follow-up, and acquiring final text and images for 

submission. Material can come from members or others. I would still 

do the final editing and layout of the finished article. Please contact 

me if you have an interest in this position.

Going Forward—I have met a lot of good people in the process of 

publishing the Journal. And I enjoy both the technical and creative 

aspects of layout and design. My expectation is to continue as editor 

for the foreseeable future. Dropping the number of issues from three 

to two per year should help with the load. It will be exciting to see 

how the content of this larger issue plays out and how the finished 

product feels in the hand. And finally, I am personally most grateful for 

the support I have received from you over the years. JS 

by Jim Seroskie

from the editor

With this issue, we mark the completion of our eighth year publishing The Journal. 
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One day, perhaps a year and a half ago, I came home to find 

a large piece of wood on my porch. It seemed to have come 

from a double trunk cherry tree as one side was bark and the other a 

rippled surface where the two trunks had separated. Someone, I still 

don’t know who, had saved it from the firewood pile and thought of 

me, likely having seen my table/sculpture Ants Totem which used a 

natural surface created by an ant infestation as part of the design.

So I wrestled it off the porch, into the van, over to my 

shop, onto the loading dock and up the elevator and onto my 

scale—120 pounds. I set it aside in a corner and weighed it again 

monthly until it weighed 82 pounds—all this time wondering what to 

do with it. Should I add a shelf as in Ants Totem? Flip it on its side and 

make it a seat? Level the corners and make it a base for a glass table? I 

did know that I wanted to preserve the rippled natural surface.

by Jeffrey Cooper

Gorilla Sculpture

st
ud

io
 p

ho
to

s b
y 

Bi
ll 

Tr
us

lo
w



6 Fall  2016—Issue No. 246 Fall  2016—Issue No. 24

Several friends over the years have encouraged me to make 

sculpture and not always think furniture and function. I am also a 

member of New England Sculpture Associates. It was a scary thought 

since the constraints of furniture are actually a comfortable situation. 

Form follows function and we have a starting point for the design. 

Pure sculpture opens up too wide a world of possibilities. 

Then one day on a visit to the San Diego Zoo with my daughter 

and grand daughter, I found myself by the gorillas where a set of 

bronze gorilla statues are on display. One was a mother with a baby 

on her back. Looking at it I realized that I could see that in the hunk 

of wood that had been sitting in my shop all those months. I decided 

that’s what I would make. 

When carving wood, you realize, you don’t get two chances. So I 

decided to make a full sized model and I needed a cheap material. At 

the building supply store, I found a sheet of 2˝ foam board, took some 

measurements and made up a block of the same shape. It didn’t cut 

well, but when I put extra effort into sharpening some various sized 

knives, I was able to create the general shape but not the detail. That 

was good enough. The idea was to have the figures emerging from 

the wood in an organic way, preserving the original mottled surface 

where it was sound as appropriate to the design. 

Then I set to work on the block, starting out with a chain saw 

just to remove the large chunks. I am not a chain saw carver. I prefer 

a bench grinder with a chainsaw toothed head since it gives me 

more control. If you are going to use this tool though, take all safety 

precautions. You need a face shield, dust mask, head phones, gloves 

and keep two hands on the tool at all times. 

The photos show progress on the carving at various stages with 

comparison to the foam model. 

Rough front and back—
Front and back views of 
the rough block before 
starting, with just the idea 
etched on the front side.

Two views of the sculpture I saw at the gorilla pavilion at San Diego Zoo.

Chain saw cuts—The rough log with just the larger chunks removed 
with a chain saw, and the foam model.
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Front and back views with the 
model—At this stage I have found the 
basic shape following the foam model 
using the 4˝ bench grinder with chain 
saw toothed disc and then mallet and 
large #7 gouge.

More carving progress front and 
back views—I am now refining the 
shapes and beginning to add some 
detail. You can see on the chest where 
I have selected a gouge size that 
will create a texture to indicate fur 
without actually carving it in detail. 
I find this a style I like since I am 
inspired by primitive art rather than 
photorealism. This photo also shows 
where I am preserving the natural 
surface formed by the way the tree 
grew.

Two views of the leaf carvings on 
the base—Since the gorilla figures 
are emerging from the natural wood 
shape, much shape of the original 
log is left. The first dilemma was the 
deep checking that had formed as it 
dried. I simply carved them away thus 
incorporating them into the design. 
Then I drew a leaf roughly like a 
traditional acanthus design but with 
a work-around—the shape created by 
the checks and reflecting the shapes 
formed by the natural surface on the 
front side.
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Storing Shellac FlakeS —How long can I 
store shellac flakes in an air tight container 
before they go bad?—Sal Morgani

Garrett Hack replies: Shellac doesn’t go bad 
so much as it becomes harder to dissolve 
and dries more slowly. I have used high 
quality flakes 4 or 5 years old, and crude 
seedlac many years older than that. I 
double wrap mine in plastic and keep it 
in really tight cans. Mix some up, and if it 
dissolves, use it.

BandSaw Blade Storage—I don’t have 
any wall space left in my shop to hang 
my bandsaw blades, which are 150˝ long 
(for 18˝ wheels). The manufacturers do 
not advise any more than three loops, and 
anything other than a nice round shape for 
storing. They would prefer you open the 
blade fully up and hang it on the wall. I am 
looking for some innovative ways of storing 
these blades. Any ideas other than wall or 
box storage?—Joyce Hanna 

Peter James replies: If you don’t have 
wall space, I would recommend that you 
become comfortable with flipping the 
blades into the 3 loops that they come in 
from the manufacturer. One big advantage 
is that the metal is always being bent in the 
direction that it is in when it passes over 
the wheels. A 150˝ blade will make three 
16˝ loops, just about what the diameter of 
your machine wheels.

Jon Siegel replies: I agree with the 
manufacturer that folding the blades into 
thirds will not over-stress them in any way. 
Nearly all bandsaw blades are packed and 
shipped this way. Your 150˝ blades will 
fold into a 16˝ circle—very close to the 
diameter of your wheels. Folded blades 
need to be secured with twist-ties so they 
don’t spring open unexpectedly. One way 
to store them that does not take up wall 
space is to use the large plastic-coated 

screw-in hooks sold in most hardware 
stores, and hang them from the ceiling.

Garrett Hack replies: My bandsaw blades 
are about that length and I twist them into 
a coil of five loops and hang them near my 
bandsaw. This is the way they arrive from 
Lennox, and uncoiled and in use I have 
never noticed any issues with stress. No 
welds have ever broken. Twist them into a 
coil of three, make one of the loops longer, 
and then twist again into five.

Power Jointer tuneuP—How do you square 
up and maintain the accuracy of a power 
jointer?—Kit Gurwell

Peter Breu replies: This is a complicated 
topic and of course in part depends on 
what sort of jointer you have. I would 
first turn to Fine Woodworking magazine 
to read about the subject. There are 
also whole books on such subjects—
Jointers and Planer by Rick Peters, Sterling 
Press is one example.

Jon Siegel replies: The knives should be 
equal to each other within 0.002˝. Also, 
the knives should be parallel to the outfeed 
table within 0.002˝. And finally, if the 
work “snipes” at the end, the outfeed table 
is too low. But if the work “rides up”, the 
outfeed table is too high. On average the 
best position for the outfeed table is 0.002˝ 
or 0.003˝ lower than the cutting circle.

FiniShing Method For turning ProJectS—
What is the best way to finish turning 
projects while still on the lathe?— Ed 
Bartlett

Claude Dupuis replies: On small projects 
like bottle stoppers, one could use CA 
glue. Use plenty of ventilation. Apply with 
a cue tip a low speed and spread to an even 
surface. But I prefer a less potent finish 
called a french polish. Different 

companies make one with their own 
mix but it’s a shellac base friction polish. 
I have had good luck with Shellawax 
Cream and Shellawax friction polish. 
Both are available at Pen State and Craft 
Supplies USA. Woodcraft may also carry it.

aPPlying FiniSh on a cherry taBle—What is 
the recommended method to apply a finish 
on a cherry table?—Jorge Torres

Tom McLaughlin replies: If your table is 
made with nicely uniform cherry in color 
and figure, there is no need to add any 
stain or color tone adjustment in order to 
make the elements more harmonious. 
Ideally, it’s best to simply enhance the 
natural beauty of cherry by applying an oil 
based varnish of some type. Oil finishes 
penetrate the surface, bringing out the 
maximum depth and beauty as the cherry 
oxidizes over time, revealing a desirable 
rich deeper colored patina. 

More is made about potential blotching 
of cherry than is warranted. Blotching is 
only a real issue with poorer grade 
materials and these should be avoided 
when using this approach.

My personal favorite oil varnish is 
by Waterlox—original or satin. It can 
be thinned with mineral spirits, is very 
easy to apply by wiping or brushing, 
and contains tung oil resin offering 
excellent protection against water. Let 
the final top coat cure about a week 
before rubbing out with 0000 steel 
wool to a beautiful sheen. Another good 
oil varnish option is Arm-R-Seal by 
General Finishes containing a urethane 
resin which provides superior moisture 
protection. And for a lower build, 

“closer to the wood” but less protective 
finish, Danish oil is a great choice and very 
easy to apply.

Bob Couch replies: There are many options 
for finishing any table. One of the first 

Ask the Old Saw
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considerations would be the type of table, 
e.g. coffee table, dining room or other. 
Second considerations would be the 
environment it will live in. For instance, 
young children or pets in the house. The 
latter here, only affects my decision on the 
final finish material. 

Surface Prep—I like to bring my 
surfaces up to 320 grit, raise the grain and 
then lightly knock it back down with the 
320 grit. At about the 220 grit sanding, I 
like to use mineral spirits or water to wash 
the surfaces and check for any leftover glue 
or other imperfections.

My “go to” finish for cherry, and many 
other woods is Waterlox. It brings out the 
color and character of the wood unlike any 
other product in my view and I’ve always 
had consistent results with the product. 

My first coat is heavy with a foam 
brush and I keep wiping or adding more 
until the surface stops soaking it in. I will 
let it sit for about 10 minutes and then 
with a clean rag, wipe it nearly dry. I like 
this method because it brings the entire 
surface up to the same point of initial 
finish. Those areas that soak up the finish 
versus those that don’t are all about the 
same. 

After 24 hours, the finish should be 
dry enough to re-coat or sand if you have 
a few nubs that have shown up. By sand, 
I mean a light sanding with 320. I apply 
5–6 thin coats of Waterlox using a foam 
brush, letting them sit for a few minutes 
then wiping nearly dry. Because the layers 
are so thin using this method, it lets me 
recoat in about 4 to 6 hrs instead of 24. 

Before my final coat, I lightly sand 
with 320 or 400 grit, vacuum clean and 
use a tack rag to remove any dust. I usually 
will spray my final coat but if that’s not 
possible or if I wasn’t experienced in 
spraying, I would brush on the final coat 
with a foam brush and not wipe it back. I 
prefer to let the finish cure for 48 hrs or 
longer before I take any final steps. 

My preferred finish is a soft gloss, so I 
rub out the finish with a good quality 0000 
steel wool and apply a good quality wax 
using the steel wool. The wax provide the 
lubricant and will buff out to a beautiful 
soft gloss finish.

If the table will be used under harsh 
conditions (e.g. pets or children), I will 
sand my final coat with 320 or 400 grit 
and spray on a coat of catalyzed varnish. 
This is the finish used on kitchen cabinets 
for its hardness and wearability. Warning, 
it is very toxic stuff and you need a good 
respirator and either be outside or have a 
spray booth. You could also take it to a 
professional finisher or to a good cabinet 
shop and have them apply the finish for 
you.

Peter Breu replies: You must first 
understand how that table will be used. 
If it is likely to get wet from drinks or 
hot from dishes, then a surface finish 
with some thickness such as lacquer or 
varnish is best. There are of course lots of 
choices and what you choose depends on 
how good you are at finishing. Brushing 
on a traditional varnish can be tricky 
if you are not practiced at it. Spraying 
on a conversion varnish (often my first 
choice) requires spray equipment and 
practice spraying. Wiping on a wiping 
polyurethane is easy but is a thin coat. Oil 
finishes (linseed or tung or “Danish Oil”  
that is a mixture of oil and polyurethane 
are easiest to apply and can be a very 
attractive finish but not one that holds 
up to wet or hot conditions very well. Oil 
finishes often take the longest to cure and 
be ready for use.

Cherry is not any different from any 
other hard wood in terms of what sort of 
finish to use. All finishes will allow the 
cherry to darken with UV and all will 
protect the wood to some degree. Make 
sure you think about how the table is 
likely to be used and how practiced you 
are with the finish you intend to use. 
Practicing on scrap is always a great way to 
test your ideas. The more exactly the scrap 
duplicates the finished piece in terms of 
sanding and finishing the better.

Bruce Wedlock replies: Many woodworkers 
now just pad on their finishes. Viva paper 
towels work well. Just make a pad of 
several thickness and wipe the finish on. 
No brush marks. Of course, I always stain 
my cherry with potassium dichromate 
first. See Fall, 2015 Journal—page 30.

Joe Barry replies: I have used Lockwood 
Cherry dye on a cherry dining table which 
gives a very dark and aged look to the 
cherry (no sapwood) followed by Epifanes 
satin varnish to give a bombproof surface.

SharPening a Bowl gouge—Should a burr 
be left on when sharpening a bowl gouge?—
Norman Miner

Bruce Wedlock replies: I’ve heard that you 
can leave the burr on, but good sharpening 
always hones the burr off. So get a conical 
hone to remove it.

Jon Siegel replies: In general a burr is left 
on a scraper, but removed from cutting 
tools such as gouges and skews. Many 
turners say that the burr breaks off in the 
first few seconds anyway, so there is no 
reason for removing it. However, I think 
a burr that is removed in a controlled way 
(e.g. with a stone, strop, or buffing wheel) 
will leave a smoother edge than leaving the 
burr to break off randomly, and thus the 
chisel will stay sharp longer. 

Having said that, it all depends on 
what operation you are performing. If you 
are roughing out a burl, you can probably 
skip the deburring, but for finishing 
cuts, especially on soft wood, you should 
remove the burr.

Donna Banfield replies: If it makes you 
feel better, go ahead. But I’ve never felt 
any difference in cutting if I removed a 
burr from a bowl gouge or not. That burr 
is gone in a matter of seconds once you 
begin using it. What’s more important 
is to keep that edge sharp, and that may 
require going to the grinder several times 
during your turning session. The only 
turning tool that I hone to remove a burr 
is the skew.

Claude Dupuis replies: A burr will 
naturally occur from the sharpening 
process. Deburring is not necessary as 
the burr will be knocked off as soon as 
you start turning. In some cases a burr is 
required—I’ve seen David Elsworth do 
this—to do a final sheer cut.

Ask the Old Saw
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PreParing green wood For the lathe—
What is a good (reliable) method to prepare 
green wood for turning? I’ve had limited 
success with just painting the end grain of 
logs.—Tony Immorlica

Donna Banfield replies: Use a green end 
sealer like Anchor Seal marketed by UC 
Coatings or similar product. This product 
is a wax-based paint designed to seal end 
grain on green logs. The purpose is to slow 
down the loss of moisture from the green 
logs to minimize cracking and checking. 
There is nothing you can do to completely 
stop the loss of moisture. Keep your logs as 
long as possible cutting them shorter only 
when you are ready to put the wood on 
the lathe for turning. After applying the 
end grain sealer, cover them with a tarp, 
silver side up to reflect the sun, and better 
if you can store them out of direct sunlight. 
I also try to get the entire pith removed 
from the center of the logs whenever 
possible.

Claude Dupuis replies: I do not waste 
time, money and effort with painting log 
ends. Keep the logs as long as possible 
so that the checked end can be chopped 
off. I turn green wood and prep only as 
many as can be turned in a day. If kept 
out overnight or longer, keep them from 
drying out by keeping them wet.

Peter Breu replies: All logs will split to 
the pith if they are left whole even with 
painting the end, so the first step is to split 
the log in two right through the middle. 
Many turners turn green wood right away 
while it is still very wet since that is easy 
turning. Left oversize and painted so as to 
dry slowly, this is an easy way to work with 
green wood. This is the method called 

“twice turning.” Another advantage is the 
freedom to experiment—green wood is 
cheap if not free.

Beall BuFFing SySteM iS reMoving color—
When I color a piece with aniline dye and 
finish with lacquer, the Beall buffing system 
attacks the color and removes it. How can I 
prevent this?—Gary Bashian

Bruce Wedlock replies: Sounds like you 
are buffing the dyed wood off. If you are 
buffing before applying the lacquer, you 
could experiment with mixing some dye 
with the buffing compound. Waxes will 
melt and should accept some dye that 
work with oils. If you are buffing after 
applying the lacquer, then build up the 
lacquer to a thicker film.

Donna Banfield replies: If you are removing 
the color, you have buffed or burned right 
through the lacquer. It doesn’t take much 
to burn through it. Heat and friction 
caused by the speed of the wheels will 
melt right through the lacquer. If you 
must use the Bealle Buffing System, you 
need to use a very light touch and then 
only the Carnauba wax. Using all three 
compounds (Tripoli, White Diamond 
and Carnauba wax) is more than necessary 
if you’re buffing lacquer unless you are 
applying many coats such as a dozen or 
more. If you are willing to apply several 
coats—12, 15 or even 20—you could use 
an automotive compound (like Meguiars) 
to polish the lacquer. This will give you a 
high gloss finish.

duSt collection on a lathe—What is the 
best way to add dust collection for a lathe? 
The chips seem to go everywhere, but land 
mostly in front of the lathe.—Joyce Hanna

Donna Banfield replies: Dust and chips 
are two separate things. Dust collection 
is done easily with a good quality dust 
collector and a 4˝ hose with a hood 
arrangement to capture it. In this case, I’m 
referring to the dust that is created during 
sanding. If it’s chips that you’re trying to 
grab as they come off the lathe, that’s a bit 
more challenging. Chips, especially the 
large curls that come off the bowl gouges, 
can quickly clog a 4˝ to 5˝ hose and fill 
a dust collection bag. Even a Cyclone 
system with a large drum will fill quickly, 
and that’s if you can find a way to direct 
those chips toward the hose. You are better 
off sweeping up those at the end of the day.

Claude Dupuis replies: I have never seen 
anyone try and capture the chips with 
a dust collection system. The chips are 

mostly in front of the lathe because 
that’s the direction in which most of the 
materials is removed. I only setup the dust 
collection for the sanding steps. The chips 
are easy scooped up into a waste barrel for 
removal.

Burning with thin cutoFF tool—In making 
large diameter lidded boxes, I try to keep 
the kerf as narrow as possible. However I 
frequently get burning on the sides of the 
narrow blade cutoff tool. How can this be 
avoided?—Jim Forbes

Bruce Wedlock replies: Use a diamond 
parting tool.

Claude Dupuis replies: I have and use a thin 
cutoff tool and it can be difficult to avoid 
a burn. Keep the tool sharp, try different 
approach angles and when possible create 
a relief cut by making two cuts so that the 
cut is slightly wider than the tool. Don’t go 
deep in any single pass by alternating side 
to side.

Donna Banfield replies: You can try two 
things: First, open the kerf up just a little 
to create some relief, which will keep the 
parting tool from binding. Use as thin a 
parting tool as possible. Mine is 1/16˝ made 
by Crown. Second, when I sharpen the 
parting tool, I’m not putting that 1/16˝ 
tool on the grinder, I’m using a diamond 
file. I touch every side or edge that makes 
contact with the wood including the front 
of the tip (top and bottom) and the two 
sides, because they are cutting the wood 
too. 

wood For a huMid environMent —What is 
the most stable species of wood to be used in 
a humid environment?— Mike DiMaggio

Joe Barry replies: A wood for humid 
environments would be white oak because 
it has tyloses which fill the open pores 
and limit the travel of water into the 
wood. Black locust is reputed to be so rot 
resistant that fence posts “last longer than 
the hole.” 

Ask the Old Saw
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What’s new in my shop!
tool review by Peter breu

Dragon Rasp

OK, this isn’t new. I wrote about this a few years ago but I am 

not sure that I convinced everyone. I own and used lots and lots of 

rasps over the years but when I found this Japanese “Dragon” rasp, I 

never pick up anything else. Like other good rasps, this is hand struck 

making for smooth cutting. What sets this really apart is the dramatic 

tapering which allows you to do fine detail work with the tip and 

big work with the flat. The flat is considerably wider than the typical 

Nicholson rasp. There are two cuts and three styles (6 total) available. 

I have the two largest. The fine cut is finer than the Nicholson #50 and 

the coarse is about the same as the #49. Just like the Nicholson, they 

are flat on one side and half round on the other. They are a bit more 

expensive than the Nicholson at $52. but this is a lifetime tool that I 

am confident you will love. Really love. I am also a fan of sharpening 

such tools with an acid dip. These rasps are available at Stewart-

McDonald (stewmac.com) then search for “dragon rasp.”

Lee Valley Bench System

The other tool isn’t new, and is a system rather than any single 

product. Many of you are no doubt aware of Lee Valley Veritas and 

their amazing tools and products. Long ago when I decided to build 

my own workbench, I chose to use their system of bench vises, dogs 

and hold downs, and now I cannot imagine using anything else. 

The bench has twin screw vises on both end and side, and the dog 

holes that allow for the use of their hold down and dogs including 

the “Wonder Dog” pictured here. Since I built the bench 20 years ago, 

Lee Valley has greatly expanded their products allowing you to hold 

almost anything you might imagine. Every darn time I pick up their 

catalog (including just now re-reading it…) I am sorely tempting to 

add to the system. 

So, you don’t have to build a new bench. Just drill some holes! 

The vises are superb but the hold downs and dogs are really the best 

part.  You can find Lee Valley bench products at leevalley.com/us. Then 

search for “wonder dog” and “veritas hold down.”

I don’t feel the slightest bit guilty endorsing these products—they 

are invaluable in my mind. Drop by the shop some time if you’d like 

to put your hands on the rasps or bench system. Love to have the 

company! Peter 

Veritas Hold Down

Veritas Wonder Dog

Nicholson (top) and Dragon (bottom) Rasps



12 Fall  2016—Issue No. 2412 Fall  2016—Issue No. 24

June 4, 2016

    

The June BIG meeting was our first under a change in format 
to single, stand-alone demonstration topics. First up, getting 

Back to Basics. As Matt Wajda explained to our group, the basics 
are the basis for our discipline.

The tools we use need to be tuned and sharpened. Today’s 
focus will be on handplanes. The Bailey style of handplanes were 
first introduced around 1906 and provided common sizes for 
almost every task. The most common Bailey handplanes were 
simply numbered 1 through 8 with this numbering convention 
being adopted by most handplane manufacturers. It is still in use 
today.

Matt explains that old, second-hand Bailey handplanes 
continue to be readily available at used tool flea markets, on 
Craig’s List, eBay, classified ads, yard sales, etc. As with new 
handplanes, it is important that we understand the basics of these 

versatile hand tools, such as how to tune them up and sharpen 
the iron. 

Rust—When an old handplane is acquired, it is usually in need of 
some restoration work as part of the tune up. Restoration usually 
involves taking the tool apart, cleaning each part thoroughly 
and removing rust from the metal components. Matt suggests 
Evapo-Rust as one rust remover product that has worked well for 
him. Evapo-Rust, available at Tractor Supply and Home Depot, is 
non-toxic and does a good job of removing rust from metal. He 
does caution that this product will take the patina off the metal if 
it is left on the metal surfaces for too long a period. If you want 
to preserve the patina, do not leave the metal soaking in a bucket 
of this product. As an alternative, he suggests that WD-40 and a 
scotch pad work well on handplanes to loosen and to remove rust 
and dried, oily grit. 

Frog—Next, Matt focuses on the frog and describes some of the 
problems encountered with used handplanes that we may pick 
up at a flea market or online. He explains the importance of 
having as much flush metal surface contact as possible between 
the under surface of the frog where it seats into the plane body. 
It is equally important to have that flush metal-to-metal surface 
contact between the top side of the frog and the plane iron where 
the frog slopes down to the opening through the plane body. 
He calls attention to these metal surface contact areas looking 
for “mushrooming”, or other imperfections, where the mating 
surfaces may not make full contact due to a problem with one or 
both surfaces not machined to mate properly. 

One clue to a frog’s contact surface not being flat where 
the plane iron rests, watch where someone may have tried to 
compensate for this metal-to-metal deficiency by excessively 
tightening the lever cap screw. Not only does this fail to correct 
the underlying problem, an excessively tight cap screw also stresses 
the yoke where it seats in the slot of the brass adjuster knob, 
causing the squarely machined soft brass slot to become more 
rounded. The plane iron should adjustable without loosening the 
cap screw. The cap screw should be just tight enough to prevent 
you from moving the assembly from side to side.

Matt explains that surface imperfections in the sections of 
the frog and plane body where full metal-to-metal contact is 
necessary, are usually correctable. For example, he suggests using 

Photos by Bob Wyatt

at Salmon Falls Mills in Rollinsford, NHBeginner & Intermediate Group

by Bob Wyatt

Handplane Restoration
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the light touch of a fine file to remove excess metal from a high 
spot and an 8,000 grit water stone to polish a metal surface 
smooth. When problems occur on metal surfaces in confined 
spaces such as where the underside of the frog and the plane body 
meet, try applying a small amount of penetrating oil and abrasive 
powder between the metal surfaces and rubbing the surfaces 
back and forth until they meet properly. Some handplane repairs 
require a low spot or small crack to be filled to properly restore 
the tool. These repairs can often be achieved using black/gray two 
part epoxy that hardens into the equivalent of metal, restoring 
full surface contact where it is required. Once the frog and plane 
body are properly restored the frog can be reattached. Matt 
recommends adjusting the frog forward to where the leading 
edge is approximately 1/64˝ ahead of the opening of the mouth. 
One last piece of advice Matt adds related to frog adjustments…
once the frog is set correctly, don’t touch it! 

Japanning—Another consideration with handplane restorations 
relates to the “Japanning”, which is the thick, black enamel-like 
surface coating typically found in the exposed top facing inside 
areas of the plane body. Intuitively, other components are typically 
not japanned, including brass adjuster knobs, yokes, screws, lever 
caps, chip breakers, plane irons and the sole of the plane. Matt 
explains that japanning is like the 18th century equivalent to 
powder coating and serves to protect those coated surfaces from 
rust. One local company that does japanning is the Japanning 
Enamel Co. of Chelmsford, MA. For do-it-yourselfers, once the 
surfaces have been thoroughly cleaned and the rust has been 
removed, the japanning can be repaired with a product sold by 
arts suppliers such as Michael’s Arts & Crafts stores.

Chip-Breaker—The chip-breaker on a Bailey style bench plane, as 
well as most other traditional bench planes, fits flush on top of 
the plane iron. The exception is the hollow lower hump section 
of stiffened steel that is rounded slightly away, then back down to 
the iron with the keen edge pressing firmly across the full width 

of the iron’s polished flat back surface, approximately 1/32˝ behind 
the sharp bevel side down edge. Matt tunes the chip-breaker at 
his workbench using a common mill file placed on the face-up 
surface of a ½˝ to ¾˝ scrap of wood and sliding the rounded edge 
of the chip-breaker back and forth across the elevated file. Next, 
Matt uses the file to smooth a bump of excess metal from the top 
face of the rounded hollow of the chip-breaker. The extra metal 
in this area is typical, and is a result of the manufacturing process.

Although he did not 
demonstrate this final step, he 
describes how he would also use 
the 8,000 grit water stone to 
polish the file scratch marks back 
to a smooth surface. When the 
chip-breaker is reattached to the 
plane iron, it should be adjusted 
so that it rests approximately 1/32˝ 
behind the sharpened edge of the 
plane iron. 

Plane Iron—Matt did not go into great detail on how to sharpen 
the plane iron because of the abundance of information available 
on the Internet, including the Guild’s gnhw.org web library, where 
various sources of sharpening techniques can be found. He did 
say that he uses a DMT blue-grit (coarse) bench stone to quickly 
flatten the back of a plane iron. He also flattens the blade where 
in meets the frog. 

In discussing the old Bailey bench planes, Matt shared that 
if you find an old Stanley chip-breaker with a patent stamped 
between the center opening and the rounded top end, it is a good 
sign, and the value is approximately $40. A cap lever with orange 
color around the Stanley name signifies it is from the professional 
series. Blue coloring signifies the tool is from the handyman series.

 
The Sole—Flattening the sole of the plane should be done with 
the blade under tension on the plane. Matt uses 80-grit Klingspor 
abrasive paper (klingspor.com). This product is manufactured in 
Germany and the type that Matt purchases is sold in rolls. He 
applies the adhesive backed abrasive paper to a perfectly flat 
lapping plate approximately 40 inches long. To flatten the sole 
he presses the plane into the abrasive paper on the lapping plate 
placing his fingers on the inside of the plane floor. He cautions not 
to grip the tote or the front knob because you end up putting too much 
pressure on the plane. 

Work the plane forward and back for as little as a few to as 
many as several passes across the abrasive. Then rotate the plane 
180 degrees and repeat the process. The process requires effort 
to achieve a flat surface. When the sole is successfully flattened, 
soften the edges with a file to remove the burr.

Matt suggests the Live Free or Die Antique Tool Auction 
(mjdtools.com), held twice annually in Nashua, NH, as a 
good source for used handplanes, as well as just about every 
woodworking hand tool imaginable. 
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The October BIG meeting was a workshop demonstration on 
lumber selection and milling, from rough to final cut, by 

Bob LaCivita. This demonstration was another in the current 
BIG format of single, stand-alone demonstration topics, and the 
second in the Back to Basics series. These demonstrations are a 
great way for newer members and those who feel they may not 
be at an intermediate or higher skill level to learn safe, efficient, 
tried-and-true methods of tuning, sharpening and using various 
woodworking tools. These meetings also provide a great way to 
meet and get to know other Guild members in an open, informal 
setting.

Lumber Selection—The first half of Bob’s demonstration focused 
on lumber selection. Bob began by selecting a piece of old 
reclaimed lumber from his scrap pile and used it to highlight 
features in the end grain. He pointed to how the diameter of each 
visible growth ring became progressively smaller until the ring 
was actually at what was once the center of the tree. 

The significance of a piece of wood that is cut near or through 
the center of the tree became clear as Bob pointed to the visible 
deep splits in the wood that originated from this area. For this 
reason, Bob recommends avoiding lumber that has been cut in 
such a way that it includes a large portion of the center of the 
tree. Next, we should examine each board for checks in the ends, 
determine the extent of the checks in each piece of wood, and 
decide whether or not we want to pay for that board, only to cut 
off the end checks. 

In response to a question, Bob shared that the most common 
distinction between old growth and new growth lumber is in the 
grain, with the grain in old growth lumber being generally tighter. 
Old growth wood is stronger because the trees grew more slowly 
in thick forests where the trees competed for water, nutrients and 
sunlight. 

Bob spoke briefly about how knots in lumber are usually 
undesirable because of the unpredictable and inevitable movement 
of the wood around knots. Knots can be difficult to work with 
hand tools and in some cases will loosen up and pop out of the 
wood. Dead branches that existed at the time the tree was cut are 
the usual cause of loose knots. 

Selecting a few pieces from his scrap pile, Bob now shows us 
examples of other common defects. First, he selects a piece of 
old wood that has visible blue mold in the end grain. Blue mold 
is an undesirable characteristic that, once it occurs, will remain 
in the wood. It usually happens when logs are stacked in piles 
at the sawmill during hot, humid summer periods. Once the 
mold begins to appear, it works its way through the log and dies. 
Other defects to watch for and avoid, more common with topical 
woods, are shakes. Shakes are cracks that follow a growth ring. 
One common insect problem is damage occurring just beneath 
the bark, caused by bark beetles. Another insect related problem 
resulting in damage to the heartwood is caused by powder post 
beetles. 

To close out the portion on lumber selection, Bob discusses 
common lumber yard terminology we should be familiar with 
when considering what type of wood may be needed for a particular 
project. Bob draws a cross-section of a log and explains the sections 
of a log from bark to the center of the log. Just below the bark 

Lumber Selection & Milling
Rough to Final

Lumber Selection & Milling

Photos by Jim Seroskie
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is the thin cambium 
layer followed by the 
newer, less dense and 
usually lighter colored 
sapwood, followed 
by the most desirable 
heartwood. A sawmill 
will saw boards for 
flat, plain sawn slices 
vs. quartersawn (grain 
oriented at 90 degrees 
from the face), or rift 
sawn (grain oriented 
at 45 degrees from 
the face) slices. He 

explains that quartersawn and rift sawn lumber provide more 
stable boards that are typically cut from higher quality hardwoods 
and commonly used for furniture making. Lumber yards often 
sell an F.A.S. grade which includes a mix of “firsts and seconds”, 
where the seconds may include boards with some knots, sapwood, 
and waney edges mixed in with the firsts. Poplar, with some 
knots, is referred to as #1 Common and is a good wood for 
small projects. Quartersawn oak, with its prominent flecks, the 
medullary rays that are revealed by the method the wood is sliced 
at the sawmill, is often an aesthetic design consideration for a 
particular furniture project. Bob explains that tropical woods 
are generally very hard woods, and difficult to work. Cherry is 
a medium density, forgiving wood. Red oak, white oak, black 
walnut and European beech are all nice woods to work. Maples, 
including bird’s eye, tiger and curly varieties, are examples of 
more challenging domestic hardwoods to work. 

Wood Condition—Kiln-dried wood, brought to approximately 
6% moisture, is Bob’s preference. Air-dried lumber, some of 
which is good and some not so good to work with, is usually at 
about 12% moisture content. Southern pine is one example of 
lumber that is often air-dried. 

Bob cautions us to be careful if working with spalted maple. 
This wood has been infected with black fungus that had spread 
through the wood. Although the fungus can embed interesting 
patterns into the wood, often selected because of its aesthetic 
appeal, the fungus dust is very toxic to breath into the lungs. Dust 
from tropical woods can also be toxic. Bob advises us to always 
wear a respirator when working with these woods. 

Milling—For the second half of the session, Bob discusses and 
demonstrates the milling process. First he shows us his technique 
for sharpening his plane iron using oil stones. Once the iron is 
sharp, he proceeds with flattening a cupped board using his hand 
plane. Starting with the concave side of the board face-up, Bob 
secures the board and makes several quick passes with his 4½ 
bench plane, across the grain, reducing the raised edges of the 
cupped surface flat. Once the surface appears to be relatively flat, 

he demonstrates how to use winding sticks to determine if the 
face is truly flat. 

After the concave side has been made flat, Bob uses a marking 
gauge, indexing off the flat face, to define the maximum uniform 
thickness that can be achieved around the edge of the board. Now 
the board is flipped over, flat side down, and the convex face is 
carefully flattened to the defined thickness of the marking gauge 
lines, repeating similar process as was done on the concave face of 
the board. Bob squares the edges using his hand plane, regularly 
checking his progress using a combination square. Although 
the process was somewhat time-consuming, the board was 
successfully flattened and long grain edges squared to the face 
using hand tools. 

Now Bob demonstrates how to flatten a similarly cupped 
board using stationary machine tools. First, with the concave face 
down, Bob successfully flattens the surface after a few passes over 
his jointer. Next, after a quick confirmation that the jointer fence 
is square to the tool’s bed, he indexes the flat face of the board to 
the jointer fence and squares an edge after a few passes. Now he 
moves to the thickness planer, places board flat side down on the 
planer bed, and runs the board through the planer. After a few 
passes the board’s opposite face is now parallel with the flat face. 
Lastly, he would rip the final edge of the board on his table saw, 
indexing the flat edge of the board to the fence, and completing 
the milling process in a fraction of the time it took to accomplish 
the same task by hand.

Sharpening a Scraper—Upon request, Bob demonstrated his 
foolproof method of how to sharpen a card scraper. Bob files 
both long edges of the scraper flat, then hones the same edges on 
his oil stone. This results in the formation of two burrs on each 
long edge of the scraper. Next he removes the burrs by placing 
the scraper flat on the sharpening stone and making a few quick 
passes over the stone, then flipping the scraper over and repeating 
the burr removal process. He then uses the flat side of a triangular 
burnisher (recommended) on the flat faces of the scraper. The last 
step is to run the flat side of the burnisher firmly down the edge 
of the scraper at a 2°–3° angle using consistent pressure along the 
full length of the scraper’s edge. He explains that a sharp scraper 
will give you exceptionally thin shavings. Conversely, he explains, 
the use of a dull scraper will produce nothing more than dust, 
indicating a card scraper that needs to be re-sharpened. 
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This is an argument I have heard for some time now. Opinions 
on both sides can be compelling depending on to what 

you are referring. Bob LaCivita said that I’m “really stirring the 
caldron with this one.”

The joinery that the Festool Domino is proposed to help you 
with is “slip” or “loose” tenon joinery. The slip tenon can also be 
called a “floating” tenon where you cut two similar mortises in 
the mating pieces and then cut a separate tenon piece that fits 
into both of them.

It is important to note that this type of tenon joinery is not 
nearly as strong as the traditional mortise and tenon. So when 
strength is critical, there is but one choice, providing you can 
execute the joint.

Domino tenons range in size but are generally fairly small, 
which means you may have to group a number of them to get 
enough glue surface.

I have to confess up front here that I do have the Festool 
Domino DF 500 machine (festooldomino.com) and have used it on 
several projects. I bought it specifically for a table I was building 
that had a bent lamination stretcher that attached to a stretcher 

between two legs at an odd angle. I 
was able to create a double tenon 
in both pieces very accurately with 
the Domino that I do not honestly 
believe I could have executed any 
other way.

Since then, I have used it to glue 
up several table tops and bench 
tops. The accuracy over biscuits is 
not comparable. The cleanup and 
joint leveling is surprisingly quick 
and easy by comparison. After all, 
time is money, right?

The other use I have found exceptional is casework joinery. 
Getting floating tenons in 45° joints is a breeze and I have not 
found a better way to attach face frames to a case carcass better 
than the Domino. Not all of my work, and I’m guessing your’s too, 
is fine furniture work. Therefore “quick but good” can sometimes 
win out over staying traditional. Given that, why not use the best 
tool for the job when it’s the right thing to do regardless of what 

Do Festool Dominos 
Belong in Fine Furniture?

by Bob Couch
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someone else would think. Consider jigs and fixtures? I have no 
issues using the Domino over traditional joinery there! 

Performing traditional joinery in some situations can be very 
difficult. Take a long stretcher for instance—how would you 
stand this up on end in your mortising machine? You can’t. This 
is a job for a horizontal mortising machine if you have one. The 
next alternative is to use a router. That means that you need to 
have room to stand this up on end, build a jig of some sort to 
surround the end to support the router while you plunge cut the 
mortise. With the Domino, I find it’s far easier to clamp the work 
down on a flat surface and bring the tool to it whenever possible. 
I would find the router difficult to control when held on its side.

Speaking of the router, for those that say the Domino doesn’t 
belong, I wonder how they felt about the router when it first 
came out? I interviewed a few New Hampshire Furniture Masters 
on the subject. Two out of three had used the Domino in a fine 
furniture project. The third had a horizontal mortising machine 
so it was able to do what he needed. Those that have used it, 
acknowledge that for table tops, it can’t be beat. They also have 
stated that it can be very helpful in some chair building situations 
due to the often compound angles and complexity of the joinery.

For those of you who have never had the opportunity to use 
one, let me tell you it can’t be easier to use. You need to know how 
thick your work pieces are in millimeters and you need to decide 
which size dominos you want to use. The size of the domino will 
determine which bit you install (5mm, 6mm, 8mm or 10mm). 
Also, the length of the domino you want to use determines the 
depth setting you will need. 

All you do is set the Domino machine for the thickness of 
the work piece and it will center the domino for you. The length 
(depth) will be split in half with some space for glue, but you can 
still decide to have it deeper in one piece than the other. (e.g. an 
offset tenon)

The only other decision/setting you need to make is the width 
of the mortise. You can have it fit the domino tenon with no 
side-to-side space, some side-to-side space or a fair amount of 
side-to-side space. In the case of a table top glue up, I set one to 
be the exact width of the domino so my end-to-end spacing is 

exact, then I set the remainder with a bit of side-to-side space so 
it’s easier to assemble the top quickly while still maintaining the 
alignment of the surfaces.

Asking the Masters
Tom McLaughlin shared a few thoughts with me on the use of 

the Domino. Tom is definitely is not opposed to using a Domino 
in fine furniture when the situation calls for it. Tom feels that it 
is simply a versatile way to apply a floating tenon and when used 
correctly, it is of near or equal strength to a traditional floating 
tenon joint in many cases.

Tom further commented that he uses any type of floating 
tenon selectively where it is most practical and not compromising 
the strength of a true mortise and tenon joint. 

Furniture Master Brad Wolcott shared a few thoughts as well. 
Although Brad has used a Domino on a very large cross grain 
table top glue up, he feels that using a Domino for your primary 
method of joinery crosses the line. He noted that there are places 
in chairmaking where it can be valuable, but it cannot replace 
traditional joinery. Brad said that it is a helpful tool for certain 
applications but it can easily become a lazy solution to any joinery 
problem. Dominoes, and the slip tenon in general, are weaker 
than traditional joinery in many applications and they add an 
additional set of glue faces that can fail.

So What’s the Bottom Line?
With the information given here, I think we would all come 

to a similar conclusion. Does the Domino have a place in fine 
furniture construction? My opinion is Yes—but use the Domino 
only when traditional joinery isn’t possible or a floating or slip 
tenon is a good solution, and then only if the limitations of the 
Domino are appropriate or equal to a traditional floating or 
slip tenon. 

Pros: Cons:
Very strong Small glue surface

Fit the cut mortise very snugly Limited length/penetration

Fast and easy to lay out tenon Not as strong as traditional mortise & tenon

Quick and easy to machine Largest std size: 10 mm x 50 mm (3/8˝ x 2˝)

Very accurate alignment Expensive

Short learning curve
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The “Hawaiian Calabash” is my favorite form to turn. As a 
wood turner living in Hawaii, I became fascinated with the 

sensuous shape and beauty of these ancient utilitarian forms seen 
in private collections. I grew to have a deep reverence for their 
meaning in both the ancient and modern Hawaiian culture. One 
cannot help but admire and respect the ancient craftsmen who 
made them when learning they were made with primitive tools 
and techniques, yet many are so refined that to the untrained eye 
they appear to have been made with modern machinery.

The simple organic form of a gourd inspired the calabash bowl. 
Though they look easy to make, they are not. The challenge is 
to keep it looking like a simple form while mastering the subtle 
nuances of balance, scale, proportion and flowing curves that 
make this form unique. After making hundreds of these bowls, 
every new one still demands my utmost attention to detail and 
challenges my skill as turner to make a piece that is not a copy, but 
a tribute to this form and the ancient craftsmen that made them.

Most of the calabash bowls I turn are utilitarian, however 
some are meant just for display. Generally I use fancier woods in a 
smaller and more delicate scale for the display pieces. My favorite 
bowls are the ones that awaken from their resting place and dance 
in the breeze of an open window, or from the vibrations of the 
floor as the grand children run around the house.

My philosophy on woodturning is to keep it simple and 
strive to represent the attributes of the wood to the best of my 
ability in every piece I make. I use basic tools and equipment 
and have learned to get the most out of them by refining the 
work processes, procedures and techniques to achieve the desired 
results. The piece being made for this tutorial is utilitarian and is 
made to stand up to the rigors of every day use. The turning tools 
used should be in every turner’s arsenal regardless of skill level. 
Here is how I make them…

Roughing Out—Select a blank that has a height of a little more 
than half the diameter. This piece of cherry is 5¾˝ x 10˝. Target 
the bottom and top of the blank with the grain to find the center. 
Seat a spur drive in what will be the top of the piece, then mount 
the blank on the lathe between centers. No worries if it is out 
of balance, the focus here is to get the grain aligned properly 
(Photo 1).

Sharpen a bowl gouge and proceed to rough out the blank. 
Stop frequently to check the progress as the wood reveals itself 
and reposition as necessary to maintain the grain alignment and 
symmetry. The symmetry was off by quite a bit on this piece 
(Photo 2).

Prep the blank for mounting a waste block then target and 
mount it. Be sure the center is clearly marked as you may need it 
later to position the piece when reverse mounting it to turn the 
bottom. The waste block for a blank this size should be made 
of a solid piece of hardwood like walnut or maple, and should 
be no smaller than 1/3 the diameter of the blank for safety and 
to keep vibrations to a minimum as the piece is being turned 
(Photos 3, 4).

Shaping the Outside—After the glue has dried, mount the blank 
on the lathe, bring up the tailstock for support and re-true the 
blank. This blank is now 9˝ x 5¼˝. Lay out a reference mark for 
the apex of the curve as it transitions from the bottom to the top. 
The goal is not a perfect radius on the bottom of the bowl but a 
squashed semi circle, an organic shape like a gourd or pumpkin. 
The location of the apex should be a little over 1/3 the diameter of 
the piece from the bottom for this particular size and style. The 
final location may move a little as the bottom curve is shaped but 
this will be real close. The apex on this piece came out to 3½˝, 
exactly 2/3 the height of the blank by coincidence (Photo 5).

turning a  round bottom bowl

by John Drost

The Hawaiian Calabash
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If the bowl was to be taller with the same diameter of 9˝, the 
apex would still be in the same place to maintain the squashed 
semi-circle profile of the bottom of the bowl, and the top from 
the apex to the rim would be taller. Look again at the title photo, 
the three larger ones in the back row are all about 9˝ diameter 
with the apex in about the same location. If the apex was 4½˝ 
from the bottom of a 9˝ diameter bowl, it would be a perfect 
sphere and not at all stable. This may work as a display piece but 
not for utilitarian use and would not be a traditional calabash 
form.

From this point forward the entire piece will be turned in 
sections or stages. This makes it easier to concentrate all efforts 
on getting each aspect right without thinking about the entire 
form. In the minds eye it becomes a bunch of mini projects. First 
is to shape the bottom curve in a continuous arc with the top of 
the arc parallel to the side of the piece. Creep up on it and work 
in from the corner taking a little off the bottom and then the top 
until the arc is formed. Stop just short of removing the apex line 
and ensure enough material remains to part off the waste block 
while continuing the arc through the very bottom. 

Shape the top of the curve to match the continuation of the 
bottom curve with a slight reverse curve as it approaches the rim, 
again stopping just short of the apex line. The reverse curve can 
vary but many of the ancient bowls had just enough to notice 
which adds a sense of energy to the form. Blend the two curves at 
the apex to form the continuous curve (Photos 6, 7).

Re-sharpen the gouge and shear scrape to refine the shape, 
and improve the surface as much as possible to minimize sanding. 
Rough in and refine the surface of the rim with a slight angle of 
about 10° into the bowl. Leave it about 1˝ thick. The thicker rim 
increases the surface area for added stability and accuracy when 
sanding (Photo 8).

Remove the piece from the lathe and critique it with a critical 
eye from every viewpoint. Most times I will take a break or leave it 
overnight and come back to it with a clear perspective. Re-mount 
and further refine if needed. This step is crucial to the success of 
any piece and is the last chance to get it right.

Sanding—Set up for sanding using all assets for dust control as 
airborne wood dust is a well-documented health hazard. Wear a 
respiratory protection as the minimum. The lathe is spinning at 
124 rpm to 155 rpm. The same sanding technique is used for all the 

1 2

3

4

5



20 Fall  2016—Issue No. 2420 Fall  2016—Issue No. 24

sanding on this piece. Start by power sanding with 180 grit and a 
light touch. Power sanding is fairly aggressive and if overdone can 
easily deform the piece as side grain and sapwood are removed 
easier than end grain and heartwood. Hand sanding through the 
grits at a low speed is my preferred method (Photos 9, 10).

Starting with 180 grit, hand sand in both rotational directions. 
Stop the lathe to sand with the grain with each grit for a superior 
surface finish that will enhance the chatoyance of the finished 
piece. Keep the paper moving and use a light touch to let the 
paper do the work. Use the sandpaper like you didn’t pay for it. 
I use a piece of foam backed abrasive pad, abrasive side to the 
fingers for grip, as a backer to help distribute the sanding pressure 
evenly.

Sand the rim separate from the outside keeping the knife-
edge at the intersection of the two surfaces. Ease the knife-edge 
with 400 grit. This allows for precise control on the crispness of 
the edge. Sanding is then completed on the outside and rim to 
600 grit (Photos 11, 12).

Hollowing the Inside—The hollowing process is the most 
challenging aspect of making this form. On this piece the 
hollowing is done in four stages, with each stage focusing on only 
one or two aspects of following the outside curve on the inside. 
The goal is to have the walls get slightly thicker as you go deeper 
into the piece. This will result in keeping a low center of gravity 
for stability and a better balance and feel to the finished bowl. 
This piece will be ¼˝ at the rim flaring to just over 3/8˝ at the very 
bottom.

The goal of stage one is to establish the rim and duplicate the 
reverse curve. Start by defining the rim diameter. If you’re not 
comfortable with plunging the gouge into the rim to start the cut 
try this. Use a freshly sharpened parting tool and define the rim 
thickness by penetrating about 1/8˝ to give the gouge a lip to start 
the cut on with the bevel rubbing for hollowing. Remove the 
material to just short of the apex of the outside curve—about 15/8˝ 
deep. Use a caliper to check the consistency of the wall thickness 
at ¼˝ (Photos 13, 14).

When satisfied with the shape and thickness, re-sharpen the 
gouge and shear scrape to refine the stage one surface as much as 
possible. It will go out of round as the bowl gets hollowed deeper 
and there is no going back with a cutting tool.
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Remove the material from stage two for about 2˝ deep. The 
goal of stage two is to define the apex of the inside curve and 
establish the arc going to the bottom of the piece. One of the 
challenges of a closed form is that the shavings don’t evacuate 
due to centrifugal force. Stop the lathe often to clear the shavings 
and visually inspect the progress, and be acutely aware of the feel 
and sound when cutting. Again refine the surface as much as 
possible before continuing with the hollowing especially where 
the two stages meet. Use a caliper to check the wall thickness, ¼˝ 
at the top of the cut flaring to about 5/16˝ at the bottom of the cut 
(Photos 15, 16).

Continue the hollowing process of stage three. The goal of 
stage three is to go as far as possible to complete the hollowing 
while keeping the bevel rubbing and maintaining a safe distance 
between the tool and the rim. If this piece were larger in diameter 
or shorter, it would have been possible to get all the way to the 
bottom center. Again refine the surface as much as possible and 
check the thickness with the caliper—almost 3/8˝ at the end of the 
cut (Photo 17).

Remove the remaining material from stage four and blend 
the curve with the previous cut, done here with a dome scraper. 
Alternatively a steep angled gouge could be used. Obviously the 
bottom cannot be reached with the caliper so feel the surface for 
consistency of the curve and creep up on it until it feels good 
(Photo 18).

Set up for sanding the inside. Only minimal power sanding 
with 180 grit and a light touch is necessary to smooth the last two 
stages. Hand sand through the grits as described before and leave 
the knife-edge on the rim. Ease the inside edge to match the outer 
edge with 400 grit then complete the sanding to 600 grit. 

Finishing the Bottom—Start parting off the piece from the waste 
block leaving about 1˝ to ensure the piece will remain attached. 
Use a saw to cut the stub and separate the piece from the waste 
block. Remove the remaining waste block material and glue from 
the bottom of the piece with a sharp chisel to negate the risks of 
dissimilar materials being cut as the bottom is finished (Photo 19).

Reverse mount the piece to finish the bottom. A Longworth 
chuck is used here. It has a tenacious grip that doesn’t need the 
tailstock for additional support. Carefully cut away the remaining 
nub. With a freshly sharpened gouge, shear scrape to refine and 
blend the curve as it transitions smoothly with the established 
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outside curve. Gently power sand with 180 grit to refine the curve 
then hand sand as previously described to 600 grit to complete 
the bottom. Here is the finished profile (Photos 20, 21).

This piece was finished with three coats of oil followed by an 
application of microcrystalline wax. Here is the finished piece 
(Photo 22).

My hope is after reading this you will be inspired to challenge 
yourself and give this unique form a try. If you would like to learn 
more about the Hawaiian Calabash, get a copy of the book titled, 
The Hawaiian Calabash by Irving Jenkins. It is recognized as the 
authoritative book on the subject, is in the Library of Congress, 
and a must have for anyone that appreciates this art form. 
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Woodworking with Metal 

I have always shied away from making my own metal hardware or accessories for reasons 
any fellow woodworker might understand—I didn’t have much experience with metal 

and didn’t have metalworking tools. But two recent projects have helped to change my 
views on working with metal. Although I still have a lot to learn and don’t have a full 
complement of metalworking tools, I think my initial efforts were fairly successful and 
have motivated me to continue to work with metal.

Round Side Table—Earlier this year I was designing a round side table and decided that 
I wanted to dress up the piece with a decorative bead added to the bottom of the circular 
apron. In keeping with the somewhat modern design of the table, I decided the bead 

should be made of aluminum because it 
would be a bright, shiny contrast to the 
other materials used. Having made the 
decision at the design stage, I promptly 
closed the door on all the little questions 
that started to come to mind—how would 
I work the material, shape the bead profile, 
where would I source material? I figured 
I’d figure it out at the appropriate time.

So when that time came, I turned to the 
internet for some assistance. Somewhere 
in the past I had read that typical 
woodworking machinery can be used to 
cut non-ferrous metals like aluminum, 
brass and copper. A bit of reading revealed 
that this was true, that many people have 
used traditional carbide-tipped table saw 
blades and regular, non-carbide-tipped 
bandsaw blades to work these materials. 
I also found that there are saw blades 
made specifically for the task of cutting 
non-ferrous metals. Since this was a bit 
of an experiment for me, I decided the 
investment in a new saw blade was not 
justified and that I would just use an 
older, carbide tipped table saw blade and a 
somewhat used bandsaw blade.

Sourcing the material was pretty easy. I 
had purchased some steel C-channel from 
Home Depot in the past, and recalled 
seeing other materials and shapes in the 
store. So I checked their website and 
found that they carry 1/8˝ thick aluminum 

by Mike Korsak
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bar stock (and other thicknesses) in various widths and lengths. 
I opted for 1/8˝ thick by 2˝ wide bar stock—the finished beads 
were not 2˝ wide, but you will see later why I used that width. 
Since making these aluminum beads, I’ve also sourced metal from 
online retailers like McMaster-Carr and Rotometals.

The table’s apron is round, and was made by bricklaying three 
layers of mitered stock, routing the inside and outside edges to 
specific radii off of a fixed center point, and then veneering both 
the inside and outside faces (see Photo 1). The beads had to 
match the inside radius of the apron and have an outside radius 
slightly larger than the outside radius of the veneered outside face 
of the apron so that the bead was slightly proud of the apron, 
for aesthetics. I decided to cut the bead material much the same 
way I had done for the bricklaid apron—miter the flat stock to 
make faceted segments of an arch. Since the table legs interrupted 
the beads, I could work each segment between legs individually, 
but still use the center point of the table as a common reference 
(Photo 2).

I had started this table by making a full scale drawing on a 
piece of MDF which showed the top, apron, leg locations and 
center point. This piece of MDF had been used throughout the 
build for various steps, and I used it again to layout where to 
break up the bead stock into facets, and at what angle to make 
the miters. With this information, the table saw was used to 
cut the miters. A miter gauge and stop blocks kept angles and 
lengths consistent. Once cut, the beads had to be drilled and 
countersunk to allow for attachment to the MDF for shaping 
the inside and outside radii. These holes would then be used to 
fasten the beads to the table apron with screws when finished. 
The drilling and countersinking was done at the drill press, and 
offcuts from cutting the miters were used as stop blocks to 
maintain consistency (Photo 3).
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After milling each piece of aluminum was attached to the MDF 
with two screws. Adjustments to any of the miters were made 
with files and cleaned up with sandpaper. The inside and outside 
radii were drawn onto the aluminum beads using the table’s 
center point (Photo 2). The pieces were then removed from the 
MDF so the radii could be rough cut on the bandsaw (Photo 4). 
They were then reattached to the MDF (Photo 5) so that the 
radius cuts could be finished using a router with a trammel. I 
used a ¼˝ diameter carbide up-spiral bit. From earlier reading 
online, I had found a formula for determining the revolutions per 
minute (RPM) for a specific material with an end mill (or router 
bit, I assumed)—RPM = (SFM x 3.817)/D where SFM is surface 
feet/min. (a variable based on material) and D is the diameter 
of the bit or endmill. The SFM for aluminum varies and I used 
1200 for my calculation which yielded an RPM of 18,320. My 
router has a variable speed motor so I was able to adjust the RPM 
when routing the aluminum. 

It’s probably a good time to mention the swarf. Swarf are the 
chips or filings created when milling metals, and they end up 
everywhere. I probably spent as much time cleaning out the table 
saw and bandsaw (especially the bandsaw tires) as I did actually 
cutting material. When it came time to rout the radii, I was pretty 
fed up with swarf and did the routing outside.

The router bit left a square edge that had to be rounded over 
on the outside radius to create the bead profile. I rounded over the 
square edges with a roundover bit whose radius was larger than I 
would have liked, so the bead profile was not a true circle, more 
like a slightly squashed gothic arch. I used files and sandpaper to 
shape the profile closer to a true circle (Photo 6). 

To finish the beads, I sanded up to P800 grit and then buffed 
with 4/0 steel wool. To try to contain the mess, I laid a piece of 
MDF on my bench and did all of the sanding on top of that. 
Since the parts were relatively small, it was easier to lay the sheet 
of sandpaper on the MDF, hold it with one hand (or stick it in 
place if PSA-backed) and use my other hand to move the part 
over the sandpaper. On the final grit, I found that the cleanest 

scratch pattern was made by carefully laying the part on the 
sandpaper, dragging it some distance and then carefully lifting 
off the sandpaper (instead of moving the part back and forth over 
the paper, which left marks where the motion of the part changed 
direction). When installing, there was some minor fine-tuning 
of fit with files and sandpaper, but I was pleased with the results 
(Photo 7).

Sideboard—The second piece requiring metal work was a 
sideboard designed and built such that a veneered curly maple 
case sat on an ebonized walnut base (Photo 8). The base is built 
with stretchers located underneath the vertical drawer dividers 
of the curly maple case, and I had thought about just gluing the 
case to the base. But I then decided that I’d rather attach the case 
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with brass tabs and screws, which would allow for a small amount 
of seasonal movement, and allow for the case to be removed if 
either the base or case ever required repair. While I think wood 
buttons could also serve the same purpose, it is my belief that 
brass tabs are a more elegant solution and, in hindsight, probably 
more efficient time-wise.

Making the brass tabs was much less involved than the 
aluminum beads on the side table. I ordered the 1/8˝ thick x ¾˝ wide 
brass stock from McMaster-Carr. I cut the stock to length using 
a hacksaw in a dedicated miter box (Photo 9). Notice the shop 
vacuum hose visible in Photo 9—an attempt at reducing the 
amount of swarf that ended up on the bench and floor. Files and 
sandpaper were used to clean up the cut ends. I sanded all surfaces 
up to P800 grit. The narrow ends and sides were sanded on a 
sheet of sandpaper held vertically between a thick oak block and 
the piece of MDF laid on my bench just visible on the right side 
of Photo 10. After sanding, I drilled the holes and countersinks. 
Each tab had one countersunk hole and one straight hole—the 
countersunk hole allowed a flat head screw to fasten the tab to the 
base and the straight hole accepted a round-head screw used to 
secure the tab to the case.

Drilling the holes and countersinks was fairly straightforward. 
The only issue I encountered was holding the small pieces. 
Through trial and error I found a hold down system that worked 
(somewhat visible in Photo 11) but a milling vise for the drill 
press would have been useful. As far as locating the holes, I relied 
on stop blocks at the drill press instead of layout on the actual 
parts. I’ve seen things online where others have used layout 
fluid, like Dykem, to “ink” parts, and then marking instruments 
to scratch layout lines in the inked surfaces. I considered this 
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route, but it seemed like overkill as the stop blocks made for very 
consistent drilling.

After drilling and countersinking, I re-sanded each part with 
P-800 sandpaper just to remove any scratches that might have 
been picked up while milling. This last pass on sand paper was 
done as described earlier for the aluminum to make a clean, 
straight scratch pattern.

I think it was around this point that I decided that the 
bright brass, while elegant in it’s own right, was just too bright. 
Even though the tabs would be on the underside of the piece, 
and probably would never be seen, their appearance mattered 
to me. I had some patination fluid (Novacan Black, purchased 
from Amazon) left over from when I installed copper gutters on 
my shop, and decided to do some experimentation to see how 
it would work on brass. It took some trial and error to figure 
out how to apply the fluid and I found that swabbing the fluid 
on with a Q-tip worked best. After allowing the parts to dry 
for a few minutes, I wiped them down with a clean cloth. This 
method yielded a very nice, deep chocolate brown patina, which 
I liked and decided to use on the tabs. Since I didn’t know if the 
chemicals in the patination fluid would react with the solid maple 
and cherry used to make the case bottom, I used the patination 
fluid on all surfaces but then sanded the top surface (P800, again) 
to remove the patina. I also used the patination fluid on the heads 
of the round-head screws (Photo 12), again applied with a Q-tip. 

Each tab had to be let into the base so that the top of the tab 
was flush with a recess in the base. This allowed the case to sit fully 
into the recess. I held each tab in place and used a marking knife 
to scribe the parts, routed the material away and then cleaned 
up the mortises with chisels. Since each mortise was cut to fit a 
specific tab, I used letters to indicate which tab belonged at which 
location on the base (Photo 13).

To fasten the case to the base, I put the case in place, marked 
the center points of the holes in the tabs and predrilled the screw 
pilot holes. The holes in the tabs were slightly oversize for the 
Number 8 screws used, which will allow for some very minor 
movement of the case relative to the base, should any occur. The 
placement and orientation of the tabs (Photo 14) was determined 

by the locations of the stiles, rails and joinery of the case bottom. 
After seeing the tabs in place and the case attached, it seemed like 
the decision to add a patina to the brass was a good one—the 
patinated parts are a bit subtler and blend in nicely.

After these experiences I’m convinced that making my own 
hardware or other metal items is something I want to keep doing. 
Perhaps it’s the Yankee spirit I picked up while living in New 
Hampshire, but I definitely prefer making my own versus having 
to buy something. Frugality is not the only appeal, I also think 
that making my own hardware provides just that much more 
satisfaction in doing what I do. 
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Abbot & Downing  
& the Concord Coach

Many of you have heard of noted cabinetmakers in early 
New Hampshire such as the Dunlaps. But there were 

other workers in wood who also were famous around the world 
including Lewis Downing and J. Stephens Abbot. The story of 
these two men and the Concord Coaches that they created begins 
in 1813.

The story really begins with a third person, a young lady named 
Lucy Wheelock. Lucy was visiting an aunt in Concord and her 
fiancé, Lewis Downing, came to visit her. Lewis was trained as a 
wheelwright. A wheelwright is a craftsman who crafts the wooden 
wheels and undercarriage of a horse drawn vehicle.

While he was in Concord, he saw that there would be a good 
demand for his services. He returned to his home in Lexington, 
Massachusetts, gathered up his tools and a small amount of 
money and returned to Concord to set up shop on the corner 
of Washington and North Main Streets. It was here that he 
began to manufacture a small utility wagon that had leather 
straps or thoroughbraces for suspension. At first, he worked with 
the prisoners from the state prison which was located nearby. 
Together they would build two wagons with Downing doing 

the wood work and the prisoners doing the blacksmithing. Each 
would receive one of the wagons to sell. 

Lewis and Lucy were married in 1815 in Concord, 
Massachusetts and returned to Concord, New Hampshire to 
live. The story of Lewis Downing and Lucy Wheelock was put to 
music by New Hampshire’s own Shaw Brothers, a popular folk 
singing duo. The song, Lucy Come Ride in My Wagon tells the 
story from their marriage until their deaths. 

Shortly after they returned to Concord, Lewis Downing 
purchased a homestead and five acres of land on South Main 
Street in Concord. Lewis and Lucy lived the rest of their lives in 
the home on the corner of the lot. Lewis started building shops 
for his growing carriage and wagon business.

In 1826, Lewis decided that he wanted to try building 
stagecoaches. He was well trained and experienced in the 
wheelwright craft and was able to build small wagons and 
carriages, but the body of a stagecoach was something that was 
beyond his skill level. 

For the initial group of three coaches, he hired a young coach 
body builder from Salem, Massachusetts, J. (Joseph) Stephens 
Abbot. Abbot was an orphan and had been apprenticed into 
the firm of Frothingham and Loring at the age of fourteen and 
now at twenty-one had seven years’ experience building coach 
and carriage bodies. These three were completed in the winter of 
1826-1827 and that being the end of Abbot’s contract, he left for 
what he thought was a position in Framingham. When that did 
not come through, he went on to Providence which also failed to 
materialize.

In the meantime, Lewis Downing back in Concord was 
receiving requests for more of the coaches. He contacted Abbot 
and in 1828 they formed the partnership of Downing & Abbot. 
Lewis Downing had the capital and the shops and J. Stephens 

A Different Type of Woodworking

by Peter James

Glenn Falls Stageline coach at the toll house to Lake George. A 
12 Passenger Coach, possibly the one rebuilt by David Lamb and 
Chance Anderson. 
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had the genius to design a stagecoach design that would remain 
virtually unchanged for the next 75 years.

While there was nothing really new in the design, it 
incorporated the best features of many vehicles of the time and 
in a way that gave the coach strength, beauty, and a good ride 
on the extremely rough roads of the time. The driver sat high 
on the front where he could see out over the horses and have 
great leverage on the brake lever. The top of the coach was flat to 
allow for the storage of baggage, and most important, it utilized 
the thoroughbrace suspension, but with the bottom of the coach 
being oval in shape, the body would rock gently in the leather 
thoroughbraces rather than just bounce back and forth. 

The coaches came in three basic sizes—six passenger, nine 
passenger, and twelve passenger. The size only referred to the 
passengers seated inside and did not include those sitting 
beside the driver and on the roof and seats on the rear of the 
body. A twelve passenger coach could actually carry as many as 
twenty-eight people! 

The coaches were manufactured from the finest materials 
available. The frames of the undercarriage were of straight grained 
red oak from northern Vermont, dried on stickers and the piles 
rotated on a regular basis to ensure that the wood was uniformly 
dry and stable. The wheels used several different woods. The hubs 
were elm, the spokes were ash and the felloes were oak or ash, each 
wood chosen for it characteristics that best suited its function in 
the wheel construction. The interlocking grain of the elm made a 
hub that was strong in spite of having the many mortises for the 
spokes cut into it. The ash for the spokes was straight grained and 
strong and the ash or oak for the felloes was strong and stable to 
create a strong wheel rim.

The body was built using a frame and panel method. The 
frame was red oak and assembled using mortise and tenon 
joinery. The panels were eastern poplar. The panels are only about 
one quarter of an inch thick and some of them are bent in two 
different directions to create bowed pieces. The bending was done 
on a mold using water and clamps to slowly pull the wood into 
the desired shape. This frame and panel construction produced 
a body that was extremely strong and at the same time relatively 
lightweight. One of the amazing things about the body is the fact 
that the drivers “box” or seat is hanging out on the front of the 

body with the possibility of two large men sitting on it and yet 
the front wall of the body does not collapse even when traversing 
rough roads. 

The coaches were top heavy. It is eight feet six inches to the 
roof and roll overs were common. Usually, they would just roll 
the coach back on its wheels and be on their way.

Downing & Abbot continued in business for 18 years until 
1847 when they decided to split up and form two separate 
companies. The split was amiable and they often worked together 
on large orders. In the split, both Downing and Abbot brought 
their sons into their businesses. The two companies were L. 
Downing & Sons and J.S. & E.A. Abbot. They continued as two 
companies until 1865 when Lewis Downing retired after fifty-
two years of business in Concord. 

After Lewis’ retirement, the Abbots and the Downing sons 
joined again in business. The new company was called Abbot-
Downing & Co. This time Abbot had his name first as his was the 
larger company going into the merger. 

While the railroads were moving into the eastern United States, 
they only went so far, and the stagecoaches were used to carry 
the passengers to their final destinations. In addition to this, as 
the eastern railroads become more numerous, the western United 
States was opening up. 

There was a constant demand for the coaches as well as the 
more than forty other different types of vehicles that Abbot-
Downing made. The Civil War brought large orders as well. In 
1868 the largest single order in Company history came from Wells 
Fargo. Thirty coaches, spare parts and the required harnesses left 
Concord on April 15th, 1868 and the scene was captured by a 
photographer and then painted by John Burgum. 

It was in this period of the latter half of the 18th century, 
that the company employed between 350 and 400 men…
and one woman, Maria Putnam. Maria Putnam worked for 
Abbot-Downing for over thirty years sewing the interiors and 
light leather fittings on the coaches and carriages. She was hired 
because it was thought that a woman could better handle the 
newfangled sewing machines that were just coming into use. 
We have a photograph of her workspace and it is truly amazing 
to see the personalization that she has in it. In 1895 when the 
photograph was taken, you went to work, did your job and went 
home. Her space has plants on the table and in the window, 

An express shipment of thirty coaches ordered by Wells Fargo in1868. The largest single order in company history.
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mirrors and posters on the wall and fancy kerosene lamps. It was 
her space!

The coaches were more than just a means of transportation, 
they were works of art, both in the graceful design of the body, 
but more so because of the beautiful gold leaf scroll work on the 
panels and the delightful painted scenes on the doors. These were 
done by John Burgum and later by his son Edwin. The interiors 
were trimmed with velvet and fringe of the finest quality. They 
were truly a very high class vehicle.

J. Stephens Abbot died 
in March 1871 and Lewis 
Downing passed on two years 
later in March of 1873. The 
business carried on under the 
direction of their sons. In 
1873 The business changed 
from a partnership to a 
corporation and stock was 

issued and funds raised. With the new funds, a local competitor, 
Harvey, Morgan & Company was acquired, but more important, 
much new steam powered equipment was purchased. 

After this time, however, the company started on a slow slide 
downhill. This was brought about by many factors including 
a major recession, the further influence of the railroads in the 
world’s transportation, and eventually the motor car and truck. 
The company could not see that motorized vehicles would become 
the transportation of the future, but felt that it was just a passing 
fad only available to the wealthy.

The last of the coaches were built about 1899, although, there 
still was some business repairing the existing coaches and the 
production of horse drawn wagons and other commercial vehicles 
like street sweepers and sprinklers used to keep the dust down on 
the dirt roads and streets. 

While the use of the coaches for basic transportation ceased, 
they were still popular with the mountain grand resort hotels 
where they continued to be used for sightseeing excursions into 
the 1930s and in some cases even later.

About 1916, the company now reorganized several times due 
to bankruptcies and other financial issues attempted to get into 
motor truck production. Like many small producers, the trucks 

that they produced were “assembled” trucks using mostly parts 
from other suppliers. The engines were by Buda, the transmissions 
by Timken, and frames and wheels by other large suppliers. 
Abbot-Downing added the sheet metal and bodies and put all the 
parts together and sold the trucks, mostly locally as they did not 
have a large dealer network. 

The trucks were called “Concords” and apart from the 
distinctive radiator, were not different in look or function from 
those that were produced by any of the hundreds of other small 
manufacturers that existed at this time. Abbot-Downing came 
into the truck business too late with too little capital to compete 
with the likes of Ford, General Motors, Dodge Brothers, and 
some of the other large companies. 

The end of one hundred years of building high quality vehicles 
in Concord came in 1928 when all production ceased. Two final 
events in the company history, brought the real end. Wells Fargo 
Bank bought the name Abbot-Downing in 1945 which they use 
today for a division that handles accounts for extremely large 
investors. And in about 1962 there was a large fire that destroyed 
all but two of the Abbot-Downing manufacturing buildings. All 
that are left are the building that housed the wheelwright shop, 
now a clothes cleaner and the building where 16 blacksmiths 
worked that now is a veterans group meeting place and a tee shirt 
printing company. 

Total production of the famous Concord Coaches was about 
1,800 over a period of seventy-five years. Today there are about 
one hundred sixty remaining and in New Hampshire there are 
nineteen examples. All of the New Hampshire coaches can be 
seen except one and that one belongs to the New Hampshire 
Historical Society. It was previously on display in the Stone Mill 
Museum located just off North Main Street and across from the 
State House in Concord. 

My interest in this subject has grown out of my involvement 
with the Abbot-Downing Historical Society, a group located 
in Concord, NH, where the Concord Coaches were originally 
built. The group has two of the coaches from about 1850 and 
several other Abbot-Downing vehicles in its collection. For more 
information, visit their website at concordcoach.org. 

Maria Putnam

1928 “Concord” fire truck owned by 
 Concord Professional Firefighters Union
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Produced in 1880, coach #491 was made by the world famous 
Abbot and Downing Co. of Concord, NH. This coach was 

made originally for the Glens Falls and Lake George (NY) Stage 
Co. 

Coach #491 was not your typical mail or hotel coach. 
Being the largest model, this vehicle had the capacity to haul 
32 passengers—12 inside and 20 outside including the driver. 
Abbot and Downing made these vehicles in 6, 9 and 12 passenger 
sizes. Many consider this particular coach to be the highest 
development of its form. Already with 60 years of production 
behind it, the company and its various corporate entities had a 
lot of experience building, developing and refining this general 
coach design.

By 1983, this vehicle fell into the hands of Edward Rowse 
of Loudon, NH. However, this “high-tech” jewel of the roads 
had seen some history, use and abuse. Edward had built a strong 
reputation as a wagon and sleigh restorer and he and his wife, 
Barbara, already had several coach restorations under their belts. 
This particular vehicle was a different story and required a higher 
set of skills to complete a restoration.

It was at this point that Ed contacted Canterbury woodworker 
and timber framer, Chance Anderson, to assist in the restoration. 

They in turn contacted me, a furnituremaker, also of Canterbury, 
to help in this restoration effort.

By the time the coach was delivered to Rowse’s shop in 
Loudon and then to Chance’s shop in Canterbury, the coach 
was known as The Deadwood Overland Stage. It was in horrible, 
decrepit condition. Its red paint masked layers of canvas, tape 
and masonite patching attempts. The structure was clearly 
fire damaged and riddled with mold and mildew. A standard 
restoration was not the answer. A more correct directive would 
be a re-build.

We saved what we could, basically minor framing for a door 
and window opening, but the rest of the body structure needed 
to be built as new. Ed kept the running gear in Loudon and dealt 
with shops in Pennsylvania to re-build wheels. He also built the 
cargo boxes and exterior driver’s seats and restored the roof top 
seating and interior seating.

Chance and I had work to do with a lot of head scratching 
and forensic problem solving. Pattern making was the first step. 
By suspending the coach from above we could transfer lines to 
the floor and thus create a layout for new parts. Top, side and end 
views were developed, all full size, and patterns were generated 
from these for making parts.

The Canterbury Coach
Re-building Coach #491

by David Lamb 

with Chance Anderson
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A coachmaker’s methods were not a cabinetmaker’s or timber 
framer’s methods, but more of a hybrid, a very specialized skill 
set. We discovered very intricate and complex joinery methods. 
Some parts were bent, some were cut from the solid with careful 
attention paid to grain structure. By the 1890’s when this coach 
was first created, definite methods were in place for hand work 
and machine work to save valuable time. We did not have access 
to this information and had to develop our own methods to get 
the job done using our wits and own experiences. Chance even 
used a Bridgeport milling machine for some processes.

One of the great discoveries we had was of the making of the 
quarter panels. These panels are shaped like egg shells in that 
they are a compound curved shape. We also found that they 
were made of local poplar known regionally as popple or more 
correctly perhaps as quaking aspen. We wondered why, of course, 
this wood was chosen. Popple seemed to have no particularly 
endearing traits we knew of. In fact a local sawyer, Hugh Fifield, 
referred to it as Devil Wood because of the bad luck associated 
with using it. But for quarter panels, this wood was perfect. 
Through trial and error we found that after cutting out the shape, 
we’d soak the wood to make it very pliable and then dried it on a 
form. These panels are captured in the frame work, so shrinkage 
must be allowed for after the soak. Once dry the panels were 

installed in the framing and backed on the interior side with ribs 
that are reminiscent of boat hull framing.

One of the results of our exploratory method of building 
led us to create our own terminology and nomenclature such as 
quarter panels, shoe, heal etc.

As was the tradition, various aspects of the job were handled 
by different people. Barbara Rowse did the upholstery work 
inside the coach and the decorative painting on the exterior. The 
exterior painting was done by an auto restoration shop in Loudon 
and by Ed. Certain iron parts were redone and the wheel work 
done by others too. It was a collaborative effort by many hands.

When completed, a profound amount of respect had been 
developed for those workmen on South Main Street in Concord. 
Hundreds of years of tradition and methods became greatly 
appreciated. I’m sure we only scratched the surface of what went 
on there as many, many different, very specialized vehicles were 
produced by Abbot and Downing.

In the end, it was the automobile that put them out of business. 
They did not give up without a fight however—for example, the 
Concord Truck…see Peter James’ history for the story.

In recalling this story and what was going on in our lives, an 
interesting shift in history occurred during our work on this 
project. As we were unravelling and discovering the mysteries 
of coach building, basically putting ourselves back 100 years 
technologically, the exact opposite occurred nationally. We clearly 
recall the day doing benchwork, fitting joints, listening to NPR 
covering yet another NASA launch when one of our own met a 
tragic end. While we were rediscovering 19th century ways of 
technology, Christa McAuliffe and the crew of Challenger was 
embarking on a promising and exciting discovery of their own, 
riding on the edge of late 20th century transportation. The 
climactic, explosive end of that launch was significant to us in 
several ways, and so sad for the nation and our state specifically. 
Concord and America suffered a huge loss.

After restoration, the coach served a wedding facility providing 
unique and exquisite transportation for the wedding party. It 
is now in the collection of Tom Prescott of Prescott Oil Co., 
Concord, NH where it is on full display, for public enjoyment 
in a special building at the company’s location on Airport Road. 
Included in the display is the original bill of sale from 1880. 
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Ed Rowse

Chance Anderson
Recreating parts—the red piece is 
from the old coach. The form was 
created based on that piece. The 
form helps generate both right and 
left pieces. The pieces themselves 
are cut from the solid so the form is 
more of a pattern to cut and shape 
to rather than to bend on.

Intersection of quarter panel(s) framing 
with corner post. The use of wood 
screws was commonly used as a holding 
technique and we continued this tradition.

Bi
ll 

Fr
os

t

Fitting the lower main corner post with the 
lower “shoe”/ base rail. A very complicated 
stepped tenon joint.

Fitting the quarter panel in the framing. 
Background shows one in the coach frame.
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Do we really need another story about sharpening? Yes we do! 
Because all you need to get a tool razor sharp is seconds. 

This is a great method for beginner and experienced woodworker 
alike. 

For bevel-down plane irons and bench chisels, the bevel angle 
at the cutting edge is 30°. For paring chisels, the angle is 25°. Other 
specialty irons and chisels may have other angles. Sharpening 
consists of three steps—grinding, honing and polishing.

Back Preparation—This assumes that you’ve separately polished 
the back of the tool to remove all traces of machine marks. The 
back should be at a near mirror polish before sharpening. Don’t 
obsess over slight low spots over the length of the tool, apparent 
as unpolished regions. Just be sure the last half inch or so is flat 
and polished. Because the back is an enormous surface area, the 
amount of work required to get it absolutely flat with no low spots 
rapidly approaches diminishing returns and is not worthwhile.

The polishing step in sharpening refines the back at the edge 
and polishes off the burr remnants. Over the life of the tool, you’ll 
hone and polish any low spots out bit by bit.

1) Grinding—Grinding takes place on a flat coarse stone at 5° less 
than the cutting edge angle. This is known as the primary bevel. 
Because the bevel for the cutting edge is formed after the primary, 
it is known as the secondary bevel. Grinding has one purpose—to 
remove metal to make honing easier. All other considerations are 
secondary. It doesn’t matter how flat the primary bevel is, how 
rough or smooth it is, or how precisely angled it is. As long as 
it removes metal adequately, it’s sufficient. At this coarse stage, 
speed is what counts.

It also doesn’t go all the way to the edge. It goes close to the 
edge, about 1/32˝ away from it. By stopping short, you don’t waste 
metal or effort unnecessarily. Because grinding is on a fast-cutting 
coarse stone, it’s fast and easy even though the primary bevel is a 
large surface area.

2) Honing—Honing forms the secondary bevel and takes place on 
a fine stone at the cutting edge angle. Honing is where things get 
critical. This is where you produce the actual cutting edge. At this 
fine stage, precision is what counts.

Honing forms a burr, or wire edge, where the thinned metal 
flaps up. If you don’t have a burr all across the edge of the tool, 
you need to continue honing until you do. The presence of a burr 
confirms that you’ve actually reached the edge. But as soon as you 
have a full-width burr…Stop. Because grinding has removed the 
bulk of the metal, honing is fast and easy, even though it’s on a 
slower-cutting fine stone.

3) Polishing—Polishing takes place on a leather strop charged 
with compound at the cutting edge angle. It refines the secondary 
bevel and removes the burr. That last part is especially important 
since even the finest stone will leave some burr behind.

This polishes the faces of the secondary bevel and the back of 
the tool. It wears off the burr and polishes out the microscopically 
jagged edge left behind where bevel and back meet. A polished 
surface meeting a polished surface intersects at a line to form 
what Ron Hock calls a “zero-radius” edge.

Burr removal can be accelerated by running the edge across 
the fibers of a piece of wood. You can also remove it by folding it 
back and forth with your thumb or across the palm of you hand 
carefully.

Repeat—When the tool is dull, repeat the entire three step 
process. By going through it all each time, the primary and 
secondary bevel are maintained in relative proportion, ensuring 
that each one is easy to restore.

Once you condition the tool initially to establish that profile, 
you’ll always have existing primary and secondary bevels when 
you resharpen. Resharpening then establishes new primary and 
secondary bevels after removing just a thin layer of metal from 
each one.

close grain  by Steve branam

You can see a 20 min. video of Steve’s sharpening technique at the 
Guild website—gnhw.org/videoclips/two-stones-and-strop. 
Steve also has an extensive blog with lots of great tips at closegrain.com. 

Credit To Charles Hayward—This method is based on reading the first 
chapter in the new compilation from Christopher Schwarz and the folks 
at Lost Art Press, The Woodworker: The Charles H. Hayward Years. This is a 
spectacular set, an invaluable resource.

Two Stones & a Strop



36 Fall  2016—Issue No. 2436 Fall  2016—Issue No. 24

An alternative approach is to only resharpen the secondary bevel, so that it 
grows over several resharpenings until you need to re-establish the primary 
bevel. The drawback to this is that it makes the amount of honing required 
each time variable. Part of the simplicity here is in avoiding variability.

With this latter approach, the two bevels chase each other up and down 
the end of the tool over time, the demarcation line between them moving 
up until the primary bevel is almost gone, then down until the secondary 
bevel is almost gone.

Either way, just don’t wait until the tool gets so dull that it needs a major 
resharpening job. It’s tempting to keep using the tool as you remain focused 
on a task, but the work will go better if you take a quick sharpening break 
whenever needed. Sometimes just a few licks on the strop are sufficient to 
tune up the edge.

Two Stones And A Strop—In these three steps, you can see the three 
abrasives needed—coarse stone, fine stone and strop. While the book talks 
about oilstones, this method works with any modern abrasive—diamond 
plates, pre-soaked waterstones, non-soaked ceramic waterstones, sandpaper, 
etc.

The one major deviation I’ve taken from the book is in the use of a third 
stone before stropping. Several of the articles state that you can optionally 
hone further on an Arkansas stone after removing the burr on a piece 
of wood. I’ve opted not to include that third stone because I found that 
it didn’t improve the results I got from the other stones followed by the 
strop. That may be simply be a matter of my technique, so if you have 
one, it doesn’t hurt to try it. See which option gives you the best results. 
If a third stone doesn’t offer noticeable improvement, it’s an unnecessary 
complication. For me, the great value value in this system is spectacular 
results from breathtaking simplicity.

The Process—The primary mistake I’ve observed people make is judging 
angles both at the start and on the return stroke. They may have difficulty 
aligning to the block initially, or difficulty knowing where to return to. The 
result can be an angle that’s too high or too low by a good 5°. Too high an 
angle produces an obtuse edge that may be sharp but doesn’t cut easily. Too 
low an angle means the sharpening doesn’t actually reach the edge as it only 
sharpens somewhere behind the edge.

The other mistake I’ve observed is in the number of stokes. Too few 
strokes results in insufficient removal of metal. Too many strokes is 
unnecessarily wasted metal and effort, producing a large flap of burr that 
takes longer to remove and polish out.

To address the first issue, I’ve changed to a different type of guide block 
that gives you positive registration both at the start and the at the return. 
In addition to 25° and 30° blocks for flat plane irons, I’ve made 23° and 28° 
blocks for chisels that are tapered in thickness. The 2° difference offsets the 
angle of the taper so that the back of the chisel is at 25° or 30° relative to the 
sharpening stone. I also have a 19° block for grinding tapered paring chisels 
which will be honed to 25°.

The key thing about these is that while using them, you’re training your 
hands to recognize specific angles. Eventually, like a violinist putting his 
hands on the strings at some specific point on the neck with nothing to 
guide him, you will be able to simply pick up the tool, put it on the stone 
and set it to the right angle with nothing to guide you. This may take you 
10, 20 or 50 sharpenings to achieve.

To use the guide blocks, I hold the block with my thumb as I snug up 
the tool to the slope and just slide it down to contact the stone. I also count 

Grinding—Spreading oil on the coarse stone, using the guide 
block as a spatula.

Grinding—Lay the chisel bevel down and flat on the guide 
block and slide it down to the stone.

Grinding—Maintain the angle reasonably forward and back 
throughout the stroke.

Grinding—Alternative holding method: the guide block 
angled across the stone.
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strokes. This requires a calibration stage where you test your specific stones 
with your specific tools to determine how many strokes are necessary. I’ll 
come back to that after I show how to sharpen.

Grinding—I’ll start with a tapered chisel. I’m using Norton coarse and fine 
India stones in my leather case, and Flexcut Gold compound on my strop. 
The case is clamped to the bench with a couple of small bar clamps. The 
heavy leather is stiff enough that this holds everything in place. I set the 
23° and 28° guide blocks at the near end of the coarse and fine stones and 
spread some mineral oil on the stones. The guide blocks make good oil 
spreaders. I set the top face of the chisel flat on the 23° guide block bevel 
and slide it down until the existing primary bevel contacts the stone. Note 
that because of the existing secondary bevel, the very end of the chisel does 
not contact the stone. This establishes the tool at the primary bevel angle.

I slide the tool forward and back while maintaing this angle. But 
remember that this is grinding, so the angle isn’t critical. The key is that 
it’s lower than the secondary bevel angle. I count out 10 round-trip strokes. 
Why 10? I’ve calibrated this process on my stones and found that 10 reliably 
provides a sufficient grind. Maybe I could get by with 7 or 8, but I like to 
allow some margin for variability. This covers all my antique tools and my 
modern O-1 and A-2 tools.

As with any sharpening method, make sure you walk the strokes sideways 
across the surface of the stone for even wear. Otherwise over time you’ll 
wear a distinct low spot in the stone. The good news is that an unevenly-
worn coarse stone will still produce an adequate grinding, it just may not 
do as pretty a job as a perfectly flat stone.

If you like, you can angle the guide block at 45° across the stone and 
align the tool to that. If you’re sharpening a plane iron that’s wider than the 
stone, this allows you to keep the entire width in contact with the stone. 
These strokes produce a new slightly convex primary bevel that comes to 
within 1/32˝ of the edge, shortening the existing secondary bevel. But only a 
thin layer of metal has been ground away.

Honing—The honing process is virtually identical, using the 28° block on 
the fine stone. The only difference is that now the existing secondary bevel 
contacts the stone, which means the edge contacts the stone. As before, I 
slide the tool forward and back while maintaing this angle. Here on the 
secondary bevel, the angle is more critical. However, we know from the 
convex bevel method that as long as you don’t raise it any higher when you 
draw back, you’ll get the desired angle at the cutting edge.

You’ll most likely end up with a very slightly convex secondary bevel. If 
you prefer to keep it flat, concentrate on holding your arms fixed as you 
rock your body forward and back. Tucking your elbows into your body helps 
keep your arms in place. But as a practical matter, the secondary bevel is so 
small, and the convexity so slight, that there’s no need to obsess over it.

Again, I count out 10 round-trip strokes. Why 10? Same story as before. 
This is sufficient to reliably produce a small burr with all my tools on these 
stones. Also again, make sure to walk the strokes sideways for even wear 
on the stone. With this stone, that’s much more critical than it was on the 
coarse stone, because this is the surface that shapes your cutting edge. Or 
you can use the alternate orientation of the guide block at 45° across the 
stone.

This should have produced a very small burr uniformly across the edge. 
If you have a burr that is not uniform, you are probably rolling the tool 
sideways as you move. Experiment with different orientations, straight or at 

Honing—Aligning for honing.

Honing—Note the gap formed by the primary bevel, leaving 
just the edge touching the stone to hone the secondary bevel.

Honing—Lay the chisel bevel down and flat on the guide 
block and slide it down so the edge contacts the stone. Ten 
strokes on the edge while maintaining the angle.

Honing—Aligning the alternate hold with the block at 
45° across the stone. Ten strokes with the edge oriented 
diagonally across the stone.
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45°, or some other angle or concentrate on avoiding rolling. Narrow chisels 
are the trickiest, because there’s such a small registration surface.

To start the removal of the burr, I hold the back of the chisel down flat 
on the end of the stone and move it sideways back and forth or in circles for 
five strokes. Make sure to keep it flat. Don’t lift the handle, or you’ll create 
a back-bevel. While back-bevels can be useful on plane irons, you don’t 
want one on a chisel. To further aid in removal, I draw the edge in a slicing 
motion across the fibers in a scrap of wood.

Polishing—I dress the strop liberally with compound. Then I hold the 
chisel at 30°, the same angle the back had on the fine stone, and draw it 
down the strop, lifting it off to return to the far end. You can’t push forward 
on the strop, because the edge will cut into it. I use medium pressure. I 
don’t want to dimple the leather and cause it to run over the edge at a 
higher angle. I count out 5 strokes. Again, that’s what works for me.

I draw the back of the chisel flat down the side of the strop for five 
strokes. Again, keep it absolutely flat to avoid creating a back-bevel. This 
usually doesn’t completely remove the burr. 

This is a little more variable so after five strokes each side, I start taking 
alternating single strokes on each side until as I turn the tool in the light, 
I don’t see any more burr. This produces a highly polished back and bevel.

Testing—My favorite way of testing an edge is to take white pine end grain 
shavings with hand pressure. Because white pine is so soft, if the tool is not 
sharp, it will just crush and break the fibers. But if the tool is sharp, it will 
shear them off cleanly, producing a feathery shaving and leaving a smooth 
surface. You should also hear a satisfying schussing sound.

If the tool seems to cut well but there are scratches in the cut surface, 
there may be a bit of burr still left behind. Try a few more licks on the strop 
to see if that clears it up. If not, and this is an old tool, there may be tiny 
cracks or pits in the metal. That might mean the tool is usable for general 
work where the cut won’t be visible, but not for the most visible spots.

That’s the real acid test. But a further test I like to do is pare off some 
chips more along the grain, then examine the surface left behind. When a 
tool is sharp, I can only describe it as buttery going through the wood. The 
cut surface is gloriously glassy smooth.

Of course pine is easy. But you should find the chisel just as effective in 
hard woods, leaving cleanly sheared surfaces and edges. You just may need 
to use a mallet instead of hand pressure.

Conditioning—When I first sharpen a tool with this method, I have to 
condition it to this bevel profile. Whether it has a factory profile, a profile 
some previous owner put on it, or one I put on it with some different 
method, I need to spend some time preparing it. This is often more than I 
want to do on my coarse stone. First, there is enough metal to remove that 
it would be a lot of work on that stone, and second, doing all that work 
puts more wear on the stone than I like.

For the heavy shaping required by conditioning, I use a DMT extra-
extra coarse diamond plate, held in the divider/auxiliary holder from my kit. 
Lubricated with water or window cleaner, this thing eats metal.

I setup the tool with the 23° or 25° grinding guide block and work the 
primary bevel 10–20 strokes at a time, just like on the coarse stone. I check 
it after each batch of strokes to make sure I’m shaping it as desired and see 
how close this new primary bevel is getting to the edge. I want it to get 
within about 1/32˝.

For a tool that is seriously out of shape, I follow up 
with a few strokes with the 23° or 25° honing guide block 
to work the secondary bevel. On this small surface area, 
it goes really fast, so be careful about taking too many 
strokes. If you overdo it, do a couple more strokes on 
the primary bevel. This establishes the bevel profile and 
relative proportions of primary and secondary bevel 
that the tool with have moving forward. If you prefer 
a longer secondary bevel than I use, do a few more 
strokes on the secondary bevel. Then during calibration 
you’ll determine how many strokes are necessary on the 
fine stone to hone that larger secondary bevel.

Once I’ve done the heavy grinding on the diamond 
plate, I go back to the regular method. The coarse 
stone cleans up the heavy scratches left by the plate 
and takes the primary bevel down just a hair. The fine 
stone does the same for the secondary bevel. With a few 
tools, I’ve found it useful to immediately go through an 
additional coarse and fine sharpening cycle. That extra 
sharpening gets the shape exactly where I want it. Then 
I finish up with the strop and the tool is conditioned to 
the method and ready for use.

This is the resulting new secondary bevel at the edge. It’s 
hardly any bigger than before honing, because again just a 
thin layer of metal has been removed.

Starting burr removal by moving the back of the chisel 
around flat on the stone for five strokes.
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Calibration—When I try out a different set of stones, I need to determine 
how many strokes each one needs. While ten strokes has worked out as a 
good general purpose number, some stones are definitely different from 
others.

One major difference is when using waterstones. Because I want to avoid 
scoring or gouging the surface of the stone, I only apply pressure on the 
back stroke. On the forward stroke, I ease up and just glide over the surface. 
So the abrasive action is only happening on the trailing half of the round-
trip. That means only half the strokes are doing anything, possibly requiring 
more strokes. I calibrate five strokes at a time. I setup the appropriate guide 
block for the stone and take five strokes. Then I examine the results. If it 
needs more I do another five. I repeat if necessary. In general I prefer to 
overshoot just a bit. That ensures I’m getting a full sharpening. A couple of 
extra strokes won’t hurt anything.

For the coarse stone, I have enough when I see the primary bevel is 
within 1/32˝ of the edge.

For the fine stone, I have enough when I feel a small uniform burr as I 
run my finger forward along the back and over the edge.

I keep things simple by using the same number of strokes for different 
stones and different metals. The result is that the exact profile is a little 
different depending on which stones I used. Typically, though, you’ll 
probably just use one set of stones, so it’s just a matter of calibrating your 
particular set of stones and tools.

Plane Irons—Plane irons are exactly the same process. The only additional 
considerations are that now you are dealing with a much wider surface area 
for the primary and secondary bevels, you may want to feather the sides of 
the edge, and you may have a skewed or cambered iron.

For plane irons that are flat, not tapered, I use the 25° and 30° guide 
blocks. Some irons for wooden planes are tapered, so I use the 23° and 28° 
blocks. Specialty plane irons such as low-angle bevel-up planes may call for 
other angles.

You may find that the wider iron surface calls for a couple of additional 
strokes because there’s more overall friction. Regardless, make sure you are 
applying even pressure all across the edge which may require spreading your 
fingers across it.

If you want to feather the sides, this is when to do 
it. Tip one corner just off the stone and apply pressure 
down on the other corner. Take ten strokes. Repeat on 
the opposite corner.

Next lay the end of the back flat on the stone and 
take five circular strokes to work the burr a bit, then 
run the edge through a scrap of hardwood to weaken 
it further.

Dress the strop with compound and strop the 
secondary bevel and back. Repeat alternating strop 
strokes as necessary to remove the last vestiges of burr. 
Remember that any little bit left behind will leave 
scratches in the planed surface. 

Polishing—Draw the bevel down the strop for five strokes.

The finished edge. As you turn it in the light, it should be highly reflective.

Polishing—You should be able to read text reflected in the 
back of the tool.

Polishing—Draw the back down the strop for five strokes.
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I have learned how to and can teach one to master the art of cutting, 

fitting and gluing up segments. That’s the easy part. However, 

without good form it really does not matter how good your segments 

are. 

You have to start with drawings. I like using graph paper with 

1/4˝  x 1/4˝ squares. You could use one of the many computer software 

programs designed for this purpose but I still I like to draw by hand. 

Using graph paper, pencil and French curves, it’s quite simple and 

can be done very quickly. I can easily get a symmetrical shape at both 

sides of center by using points on the graph paper. Using a light table 

with the paper folded along the centerline will also work. 

After completing a drawing, I like to let it set on my table a few 

days where I can walk by, pick it up and look at it making sure I’m 

happy with the shape, or in other words, the form. Sometimes I get it 

with one try but most times there will be adjustments needed. 

I was able to get the short rounded one of the three on the first 

try. I got the tallest one in two or maybe three tries but the smaller 

Three Segmented Vases
Set of

by Claude Dupuis

Claude Dupuis

Best Turned Wood Piece–2016  
League of NH Craftsmen Fair 
at Sunapee
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narrow vase took several tries. There is a subtle transition from convex 

to concave lines that were a challenge to get right. The point is take 

as much time as needed at this stage of the project. It goes without 

saying that you would do this for any worthwhile woodworking 

project.

Now that the forms are set, there are many options you could use 

to color a piece. By using different colored woods, the design aspects 

are unlimited. I chose to keep it simple using only figured maple with 

black dyed veneer to highlight the “bricks.” I think this simple design 

puts the emphasis on the form of the pieces and how they relate to 

each other.

The “hidden compartment” is derived from a matter of practicality 

in how a form is hollowed with such a narrow top. It’s done in two 

halves with the interior hollowed out (both halves) to the final form, 

sanded and finished with the same finish used to complete the 

exterior. The two halves are typically glued together and then the 

outside is turned to its final form. The narrow piece was done that way. 

1—The glue up 2—The top

3—Two become one 4—Final sanding
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With the other two, I decided to thread the 

halves creating a hidden compartment. 

The first challenge is to thread the wood. 

This was done using a hand held thread 

cutting tool. With very little practice (once on 

scrap wood) I decided to go for it on the real 

thing. Heck what could go wrong!

The second challenge was to get the 

brick layout aligned when the halves were 

tight together. First I first created a recess 

on the interior of the upper half that was 

then threaded. I then glued up a separate 

segmented ring that was turned to fit the 

recess and threaded it. I cut a recess on 

the interior of the lower vase half to fit the 

smooth section of the threaded segment. 

With the threaded segment ring 

threaded into the upper half, it was then 

glued into the vase lower half with the 

brick layout aligned. Care was taken to 

not accidently have glue squeeze out and 

inadvertently glue the two halves together. 

Success—not only once but twice. 

7—Hidden compartments reveiled

6—The thread

5—Tops off

I have thoughts of taking this one step further with custom designed sets of boxes to fit 

within the “hidden compartments.” All I need is a patron who is willing to finance it. 

The set was juried by the League of NH Craftsmen at this year’s Living with Crafts exhibit at 

the Sunapee Craftsmen’s Crafts Fair and was voted Best Turned Wood Piece. I want to take this 

opportunity to thank the Guild of New Hampshire Woodworkers for sponsoring this award. 
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Woodworkers know that all their hard work and attention to 

detail in building a fine piece can be compromised by a bad 

finishing job. It’s also true that a poor photograph of a piece, which 

might distort dimensions or have strange shadows or other problems, 

won’t do justice to quality work.

I’ve seen great work sabotaged by inferior photos many times 

over the more than 30 years I’ve been a professional photographer. 

Much of my early career was focussed on product photography—

from jewelry and small pieces to large machines. While you can 

certainly hire someone like me to take the headache out of the job, 

taking good photos of your work isn’t that hard if you commit to 

getting some basic equipment and learning a few things about your 

camera and lighting. When I’m asked if I’d be willing to share some of 

my knowledge to help clients photograph their own pieces when it’s 

not economical to hire me, my answer Yes, I’d be glad to!

Keeping it Simple

First, a word about photography in general. Most of the great 

photographs of all time were made in a straight forward manner, 

with basic equipment. That means no darkroom magic, sophisticated 

Photoshop manipulation or crazy amounts of photo equipment. 

Ansel Adams used a large format view camera, the most basic camera 

of all, and a traditional film darkroom. What made his images great 

were his extraordinary vision and technique, not his equipment. This 

is not to say equipment isn’t important—it is. It’s just secondary to 

the mind and eye of the photographer. In other words, you don’t 

need the latest and greatest equipment to take good photos. In fact, 

I frequently buy cameras that have just gone out of date because of 

some new bell or whistle. If you do this you can often pick up great 

equipment that’s just a few years old for one third the price of new.

Now most of you probably don’t want to take photos of your 

pieces to hang in a gallery. You just want professional-looking photos 

that will do justice to your work and look good on your website, in 

printed materials or in an album that’s a historical record of your 

work. While it’s possible to do this with an iPhone, you probably want 

to start with at least an entry level DSLR (digital single lens reflex—

looks like an old 35 mm camera but without using film) with manual 

exposure and color balancing control. 

Making Better Photos

by Robert Huntley

Robert Huntley is a professional photographer based 
in Middleton, MA. To see more details about him or see 
examples of his work, visit roberthuntleyphotgraphy.com.

photos by Robert Huntley 
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Also, the ability to change lenses is a plus, but not a necessity. 

My favorite lens these days is a 70-200mm telephoto zoom. Why a 

telephoto, you ask? Because it’s generally better to be farther away 

from your subject, and a telephoto lens allows you to do this. Your 

piece will look more natural and not look distorted when viewed from 

a distance. If you just have a regular lens, I still recommend keeping a 

good distance from your subject. It will occupy a smaller area of the 

viewfinder, but you can crop in closer later on your computer and 

probably still have enough resolution and clarity for most purposes. 

To illustrate my point, look through your camera’s viewfinder at your 

subject so that the subject fills the viewfinder. Now carefully move 

away from your subject while looking through the viewfinder and 

you’ll notice that even though your subject gets smaller, its shape is 

more pleasing and natural.

The only other equipment you really need is a sturdy tripod and 

a support set-up to hold seamless background paper. This usually 

consists of two stands to support metal poles that hold a paper roll 

between them. The seamless paper roll can also be supported from a 

ceiling. They usually come in 5´ and 9´ widths. It’s used by rolling it out 

onto the floor or table top (if your subject is small) and then placing 

your subject on the background paper. Since the paper curves up 

behind the subject, you see no edge—thus the name “seamless.” It 

comes in a wide range of colors, but I would recommend white or 

light gray for wood products, and stick with one or the other so you 

have a consistent look. Black can make a dramatic background but I 

recommend against it because your subject can also get lost against it 

if you’re not careful.

Taking the Shot

Once your subject is on the background-paper the next step 

is to position or rotate your piece until it shows the best view. You 

probably will already have a pretty good idea of the angle of view you 

want. One thing I have learned is the best way to analyze an object 

I’m going to photograph is to look at it from my imagined camera 

position with one eye closed. This way I am seeing more closely the 

way the camera sees since the camera only has one “eye”! When my 

subject looks good from where I end up standing or crouching, I place 

my tripod-mounted camera at the same height and position it as my 

eye was. This method works well for me, and after a few adjustments 

I’m ready for the next step—lighting.
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The most important aspect of lighting is its quality, not quantity. 

The quantity can be controlled by shutter speed and aperture size at 

the time of exposure. There are many ways to achieve quality lighting, 

from simple to complex. I like to start with simple and go from there. 

Most of you would also probably like to keep the process simple and 

avoid the expense and confusion of adding supplemental lighting. It’s 

entirely possible to get good results using only available light. To do 

this you need to put your work in an environment of soft light, and 

this can be done indoors or out. On an overcast, windless day, for 

example, you can set up your backdrop on a driveway or deck. You 

may be surprised how much your work will look like it was shot in 

a studio when you try this approach. Hazy sunlight can work well, 

too. It will give some direction to the light which can add pleasing, 

soft shadows. Even on a full, sunny day, you can still work outdoors 

provided that you do your set-up in the shade. 

Something I always have on hand are white and black foam core 

panels, which can be purchased at most art supply stores. I prop 

up the white ones around my subject when I need to bounce more 

light into dark areas, and the black ones to take away light and add 

contrast.

One of my clients is Michael Moore of O’Doherty Moore, LLC. I 

have done several photo shoots of Michael’s work at his workshop 

in Merrimac, MA. Most of the photos I’ve done there have been 

shot primarily with ambient, available light. Occasionally, I’ve 

supplemented the existing light with one or two of my strobe lights 

for added emphasis or drama. His workshop has the benefit of 

multiple windows and skylights which usually provide a pleasing, soft 

light. On the days when there was direct sunlight coming through the 

skylights, I blocked the sunlight with one of the foam core panels—or 

waited for clouds to come by. 

I also like to use a polarizing filter on my lens. This helps reduce 

glare on the wood and gives the pieces a richer look. If your workshop 

doesn’t have good lighting, I suggest finding a room with north 

facing windows, or move your set-up outdoors.

Camera Settings

To take a picture, I first make sure my camera is set to manual. I set 

the white balance to auto white balance, or “AWB”, and my lens to f16 

or f22 for good depth of focus. An ISO of 400 is usually a good place 

to start for light sensitivity. If the resulting shutter speed indicated is 

more than a few seconds, I’ll increase the camera’s light sensitivity by 

raising the ISO setting. I set the camera’s self timer to avoid vibration 

during exposure and then press the shutter button. If the exposure on 

the camera’s preview screen looks reasonable, I then do a “custom-

white balance” to get the color right on. Your camera’s user manual 

can show you how to do this. I would recommend that you take 

several pictures using different shutter speeds to ensure that you get 

the best exposure.

This basic method should improve your photographs. It will 

also help if you are taking photos of people (something I do a lot 

of these days for portraits, weddings and the like). So, try snapping 

some great shots of your work—I hope I’ve helped. And of course, 

if you have any questions or comments you can reach me at 

contact@roberthuntleyphotography.com . 
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About a year ago the Period Furniture Group met to decide on 

its next project. I, having always wanted to build an Eli Terry 

Pillar & Scroll Clock, suggested that as the project and then went to 

the bathroom. On my return I learned that the group had voted to 

build the clock and elected me to be the leader! 

This clock was the first shelf clock built in the United States. 

Clocks then used wooden movements which were too deep for 

use in a shelf clock. So tall clocks were all that were made. Eli Terry 

developed and patented a thin wooden movement in 1816 and the 

shelf clock industry was born in Connecticut. Terry also developed the 

concept of interchangeable parts to economically mass produce his 

movements a century before Henry Ford. Well known clockmakers 

Seth Thomas and Silas Hoadley got their starts as joiners building tall 

clock cases for Terry and subsequently were licensed to start their 

own businesses making this popular shelf clock. The next thirty years 

saw over a hundred thousand of these inexpensive clocks made and 

sold throughout the country.

Returning home from the meeting, I pulled out the two sets of 

measured clock plans I had been saving for many years and started 

working out the cut list. Suddenly, I realized that the original clock 

was 32 inches high, much taller than practical for today’s homes. But 

now we no longer needed the height for a 30 hour weight driven 

wooden movement, so I embarked on drawing plans for a two-thirds 

scale model.

The biggest problem in working out the design was finding 

sources for all the parts needed. To determine the specific case size, a 

dial had to be found. There are hundreds of dials available online, but 

very few are of a suitable size and design for this clock. I eventually 

found a paper dial of appropriate size and lettering to establish the 

precise case dimensions.

Every clock construction article always admonishes one to buy 

the movement before building the clock. Heeding that advice, I 

selected a German Hermle mechanical movement that struck 

Westminster chimes. This cost $230. A quartz chiming movement is 

available for about $50 and a non-chiming quartz for $10. To fit the 1/4˝ 

plywood dial board, a 5˝ diameter hole was required to allow for some 

of the movement parts to clear the dial board’s surface. But to now 

use a paper dial, this required a 1/32˝ aluminum sheet in front of the 

dial board to mount the dial and keep the paper from wrinkling. 

This clock also requires a number of pieces of special hardware. 

There are three brass finials, knife hinges for the door and a lock to be 

found. I Googled clock finials and got plenty of hits. But most were 

not the right shape or size. And you can’t really tell quality from a 

video display. So I ended up buying a half dozen samples to check 

them out. In the end, Ball and Ball had the best shape and size. But 

they aren’t easy to do business with. They presently charge $22 each 

for these finials, while their current web page quotes $16. My first 

by Bruce D. Wedlock

Building the  
Eli Terry Clock
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finial order came with #8 wood screws. When I then ordered 24 for the 

class, they told me it would take a couple of months for them to ship. 

And when they finally arrived, they had #10 wood screws. The last 

batch I ordered came with ugly spikes instead of wood screws. When 

I phoned to ask about this variation in fasteners, I was told they use 

whatever they have on hand at the moment. They eventually sent me 

some #10 wood screw hanger bolts to replace the spikes. 

In like manner I bought several knife hinges for the door. Not 

surprisingly the best were from Brusso Hardware, and their smallest 

was just the right size. Several companies offered the original Terry 

lock used on these clocks; some brass, others steel. Unfortunately, 

they were sized for the original clock, so were a bit too large to fit 

our scaled down model. But Ball and Ball’s brass model could be cut 

down to fit our door. Total cost of the hardware was about $115. A key 

from a 100 year old piano provided the ivory for the clock’s keyhole 

escutcheon.

As I worked on the plans, it became clear that I needed to 

build a prototype of my design to check joinery methods and 

hardware installation. This went smoothly, but several changes were 

incorporated from my original design ideas for better joinery and 

appearance.

While my primary wood would be mahogany, a veneer was 

needed to decorate the door and scrolls. Original clocks had a 

tight decorative diagonal grain appearance on the door, so I chose 

padauk for this. I was unaware that padauk turns quite red when 

shellac is applied, so I ended up having to dye the mahogany to get 

a reasonable match. My next clock used cherry and zebrawood for 

the veneer. That grain wasn’t as tight, but the finished veneer showed 

up better, matching the potassium dichromate treated cherry case 

quite well. The mahogany version was finished with spray shellac; the 

cherry version was finished with water-base urethane.

But all did not go smoothly as ten members started building their 

clocks. Remember I bought a movement to be sure the case would fit 

properly? Well, when the seven mechanical movements for the class 

arrived, they had a different mounting bracket! The manufacturer 

had made a mounting change without changing the model number. 

The big problem now was that the new mounting bracket required 

the case to be 3/8˝ deeper to prevent the pendulum dragging on 

the back panel. With our cases already under construction we had to 

bend the mounting brackets substantially so the movements would 

fit in the cases. The plans have now been revised to accommodate 

this new mounting, and the 5˝ hole and aluminum plate are no longer 

necessary.

Securing the reverse painted glass panel posed another challenge. 

Not many artists do that painting these days. The originals were 

painted by school girls. For my mahogany model, I asked a woman 

who worked for me part time 30 years ago while she attended art 

school. I Googled her name and up came an accomplished artist and 

teacher in upstate New York. She agreed to try the painting, so I sent 

her glass and a composite photograph of the view from our summer 

cottage at Pt. Judith, RI. The cherry clock’s painting was done by a 

woman I serendipitously met who specialized in the Rufus Porter style 

of early American landscape murals. This was just the style of painting 

found in many of the original clocks. While both of these panels were 

painted for me as a favor, you can expect to pay about $150 for a 

professional painting. Some of the class builders asked a relative or 

friend to do their paintings. I’m told that acrylic paints works well for 

this application.

This clock required a wide range of woodworking skills. First, 

the case work involves high precision as its many fitted parts are 

displayed. Construction entails accurate milling several thickness 

of stock, applying veneer, spindle turning, cutting dovetails, scroll 

sawing and accurate mortising for the hinges and lock. 

I now know why I’ve never seen the Eli Terry Clock as a project in a 

popular woodworking magazine. 
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…from The Old Saw archives—February, 2006

The Zen of Woodworking
When I retired a few years ago, one big question was how 

could I spend my remaining time well. Could woodworking 

fill the void left by leaving an all-absorbing world of high pressure, 

high stakes work?

To my delight, it has, and in a number of quite unexpected ways. 

Being of a philosophical turn of mind, I here share some thoughts 

on what has happened and what it reveals to me about the deeper 

mysteries of life. This, then, is not an article of tips on how to make 

this or that particular piece or finish. It is rather an article about how, 

through woodworking, I am striving to build and finish a life. The 

Guild has been an essential part of this project.

Please bear in mind that this is my method—it may or may not 

suit you. If you like what you read, give it a try. If not, don’t. Just as you 

would try building a particular style of furniture or not, depending on 

your preferences.

Western culture, particularly Western corporate culture, is 

results-oriented. The process is less important than the result. Even 

less important than the process is the quality of the individual’s 

experience who is carrying out the process. A sense of deep joy in 

what you do was almost completely absent in the corporate world 

that I was earlier a part of. Sort of a dull joylessness was the norm, 

punctuated by addictive hits when the quarterly results were good 

or the stock options were handed out. Occasionally I would meet, say, 

a sales person who took real pride in what they did and considered 

it an art, but that was rare. Even worse was when I worked as a labor-

relations consultant in unionized factories in the mid-west. If you 

want to see real despair, spend some time on the floor of a fiberglass 

factory.

Several years ago, I had the privilege of attending Alan Mitchell’s 

ten week, full time woodworking course at the Homestead 

Woodworking School. It was a tremendous experience in many ways, 

one of which was the participation of various guest lecturers of world 

class accomplishment. Articles by these masters appear regularly on 

the pages of The Old Saw—Bruce Hamilton, Jon Siegel, Garrett Hack 

and David Lamb. Naturally, their presentations were rich with tips, 

secrets, and knowledge, which they shared generously.

Interesting as that was, I sensed something even more interesting. 

These people loved what they did and derived deep meaning and 

joy from it—not that they all would express it in those terms. So I 

made a point of asking them, not so much how do you do this or that, 

but rather how do you make the whole process fun? Garrett Hack, 

in particular, was receptive to this question and as a result I had the 

opportunity to visit his shop and write an article about how he has 

integrated his craft with his life (Woodworking, Life, and Happiness, The 

Old Saw, June 2005).

I had done woodworking for decades but, in retrospect, failed 

to realize its potential. My approach was centered around getting to 

the end result as quickly as possible. The steps to get there, especially 

sanding, felt, usually, an onerous obstacle. The work was somehow 

a hurdle to be overcome, in order to get to the goal, which was the 

finished piece. The point of tools, I thought, was to speed things up.

Some years ago, I tried a shift of focus. It is easily stated by a 

metaphorical example. The idea is to make each nail the most 

by John Whiteside

Editor’s note—Although written more than ten years ago, the 

philosophy expressed by John has stayed with me. It was at the 

time and remains today, the most commented on article published 

in either the Old Saw or Journal. John has expressed something 

which I think we all wish for but likely seldom achieve—JS.

Archives
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perfectly driven nail that one is capable of, to devote one’s entire 

attention to that single nail, at least for the moment that one is 

driving it, so that it, so to speak, and maybe just for an instant, fills 

one entire mind. Nails may not be the best example since few of 

them are used in fine furniture; a better example may be hand-cut 

dovetails. When Alan taught us how to make these, I was fascinated. 

They require absolute attention. Their geometry and precision are 

deeply fascinating. Alan allowed us to try out different types of saws. I 

immediately developed a preference for the Japanese saws. Cutting 

on the pull stroke seems an inspired piece of design. Why overpower 

the work with a heavy, thick, stiff mass? Using the ultra-thin, ultra-

light Japanese saws seems like a kind of judo where you use minimal 

force, precisely applied. I find that one needn’t apply pressure at all, 

the weight of the saw—minimal as it is—does all the work, leaving 

me to focus on an accurate cut.

To this day I find cutting dovetails the most satisfying activity in 

woodworking along with making mortises and tenons. Something 

about them invites the total focus that I spoke about above. For the 

moment it doesn’t matter that the dovetail one is working on is one 

of five on that board which then have soon to be mated to five pins 

on a second board and that even then that is only one of four joints 

to make the drawer which is only one of five that the project requires. 

That single dovetail is meaningful, absorbing, and completely worth 

doing just for its own sake.

So I learned to focus on the steps of the work for their own sake 

zeroing in with attention and presence on each strike of mallet to 

chisel. Over time, a surprising transformation occurred. The work, 

every step of it, even the mistakes, became a joy. Now I work without 

pushing for the end. The point of building a piece is the building of 

it. Eventually, it is complete, at which point I am happy to give it away, 

or sell it or use it myself. Surprisingly, word has gotten around and I 

even have, although this was not necessarily a goal, customers who 

appreciate the value of something built with care, built to last, and 

who are happy to wait for as long as it takes for me to produce the 

piece.

This perspective may sound simple (maybe even simple-minded) 

but it has curious consequences. For one thing, you become less 

interested in the final outcome—the finished piece—and more 

interested in whether or not it is rewarding to build on a moment-to-

moment basis. Imagine a contest where the prize goes to the person 

who had the most fun making the piece, rather than to the best piece. 

And yet, isn’t that the contest we are all, in truth, engaged in? All 

we have is this moment, this particular instant, this particular act of 

paring off a shaving from the tenon cheek. If we don’t enjoy that, we 

have nothing. 

After several years of endeavoring to pay rapt attention to the 

activity of the moment, as opposed to leaping ahead in my mind to 

the finished piece, or mentally resenting the fact that I am sanding, 

waiting for glue to dry, or even sweeping the floor, I have noticed that 

the whole process of woodworking has become deeply satisfying. I 

have also noticed that the quality of my work has become better than 

I would have ever thought possible. This is not meant to be boastful. 

Not for a moment can my work be compared to that of the masters 

whose writings grace these pages. But it pleases me, I get better all 

the time, and I’ll bet I have as much fun as any of them do. The other 

result is that I have become remarkably serene in the work, and that 

serenity is extending to the rest of my life which, believe me, is in 

marked contrast from how I lived and felt in my corporate days.
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To summarize, I am speaking about a shift of focus away from 

the end result to the act of doing. Under this view, the point 

of woodworking is woodworking, not completed woodwork. 

Furthermore, because one strives to become absorbed and engrossed 

in whatever one is doing at the moment, there is no prioritization 

into more important versus less important, more desirable versus less 

desirable tasks. Tuning and sharpening the tools is not a distraction, 

an onerous “in order to.” It is an end in itself. Sweeping up is not a 

chore; done with attention it becomes deeply gratifying. 

Jim Blauveldt—Last year the Guild sponsored a wonderful joinery 

symposium with dozens of sessions. I made it a point to attend one 

on Japanese joinery given by Jim Blauveldt, and was so fascinated 

that I later arranged to visit him in his shop in Connecticut. Jim is one 

of the few woodworkers in the country who specializes in Japanese 

carpentry. If you want a traditional Japanese interior, a shoji screen, a 

classical Japanese garden-viewing pavilion, or a ceremonial tea house, 

you call Jim. He and his team will travel anywhere in the country to 

build what you want.

The start of Jim’s woodworking career seems conventional. 

After studying industrial arts, he worked in a cabinet shop making 

doors and windows, eventually moving on to higher end mill work, 

interspersed with more education at the School for American 

Craftsmen in Rochester, New York. Along the way something life 

changing happened. Almost by accident, he was exposed to Japanese 

tools and techniques and found himself apprenticed to a master 

Japanese tea house builder, Makoto Imai. There he developed an 

overwhelming love of craft and a radically (to Western thinking) 

different perspective on woodworking.

The philosophical ideas I am struggling to express here are second 

nature to Jim. He smiles and nods when I speak of the importance 

of approaching the task in an end in itself. I just wish you could get my 

customers to see it that way, he says! Jim’s apprenticeship sounds like 

something few of us would have the patience for. Imai-san would not 

explain or demonstrate things. Instead you were supposed to learn by 

watching and eventually would be given a task to do. The idea is that 

the task teaches itself, it cannot really be explained. It’s not a question 

of mastering a technique in a mechanical way; you have to internalize 

it—it has to become a part of you. 

Two of the ways in which Japanese woodworking differs from 

Western are that it doesn’t use sandpaper and almost never uses 

finish. Take two pieces of pine. Plane one smooth with your sharpest 

plane. Sand the other. Now compare the two. You will see that the 

planed surface gleams and shines whilst the sanded one is flat and 

dull. You are looking at the difference between a Japanese and a 

Western philosophy and aesthetic. If you had used a Japanese favorite 

wood, such as Port Orford cedar, the difference would be even more 

dramatic. The shiny, planed surface is basically done. It would not 

have finish applied. The sanded surface might be oiled or varnished. 

But, you object, what about wear? Isn’t the raw wood going to get 

dirty? Well, yes, and this is where the Japanese aesthetic of wabi sabi 

comes in. According to this, new things are supposed to look new 

and old things are supposed to look old. One appreciates a piece of 

furniture at all stages of wear during its natural life cycle, appreciates 

each stage, for what it is at that moment. When the piece eventually 

becomes too worn out, one builds a new one.

A curious Western adaptation of this view can be seen in the 

demand for antiqued and pre-distressed pieces. Of course, one could 

simply wait and the piece would become distressed naturally, but it 

appears most people are too impatient for that.

Jim speaks today in terms of having an overwhelming love of his 

craft, of being a carpenter to the very core of his soul. Meeting him 

and seeing his work, it is very clear that he has attained the state of 

mind that I am searching for. So I ask for the secret to finding joy in 

woodworking. Focus on the action, focus on the minutia, treat every step 

as exquisite in its own right, even sweeping up the shop; then everything 

comes out great, Jim says. But how does one do this?, I implore.

The answer stuns me with its simplicity—Imai-san was rigid about 

schedule. They would start on time each day, break for lunch, and 

always clean up at the end of the day. Recently I have been trying this. 

Jim is right, discipline about a schedule is a key to joy.

My mind reeling with Zen-inspired, ethereal thoughts about 

woodworking, I went back to Garrett Hack to see what sense he 

could make of my discoveries. He said much the same thing but in a 

more down-to-earth way that may have more appeal to us western 

minded-readers.

I know that bringing consciousness to each phase of a project, 

or for that matter to whatever you are doing, elevates it to a level of 

importance, even if it might not really be—such as sweeping the floor. 

So you pay attention, maybe make fewer mistakes. Quality is additive 

so to speak, in that each step compounds potential problems. 
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Design changes do wonders. How often do we want to invoke 
that proverbial phrase? Made a mistake, or the only board 

left in the lumber rack is too short or a design change is needed 
and you are a half inch short of completing the project.

Help is on the way. It’s wood and there are indeed ways to 
stretch a board. One of the most common is to edge-glue two 
boards together to make it wider. In many cases, you can get a 
grain match that makes the end result appear to be whole. With 
careful use of biscuits, you can even join two finished dimensioned 
pieces with only a little help from a scraper.

Stretching lengthwise is a little tougher. I’ve seen the high 
school kids, not knowing any different, end-glue two boards. 
Somehow the grain mismatch doesn’t seem to be a big ideal. But 
of course it is.

Coffee Table Base—My latest project is a coffee table base to 
replace the “tired of its look” commercial one under a beautiful 
piece of oval glass. Pretty simple in design. A trip to the lumber 
rack produced a perfect piece of walnut, 2¼˝ thick, enough 
for four legs when ripped and crosscut. Wrong, of course. 
The legs would be 3/4˝ too short.

The biggest solution to a problem like this is a design change. 
It took some thought—how to pick up ¾˝ of length in the legs. 
Thoughts relentlessly pursued a sabot—a little foot on the bottom 

of each leg. It didn’t fly with the customer, my wife. Something 
made me turn it upside down and put the sabot on the top. It can 
become an embellishment to the top.

Round balls wouldn’t work here, but a square block would. A 
chamfer around the mating surfaces enhances the presentation. It 
makes it look like you planned it all along.

A further embellishment, one I’ve used in a lot of furniture 
tops, was to make that top piece out of four 90° wedges glued 
together. No end grain showing. Looks like it belongs.

So there you go—design change, a little creative thinking. The 
creative part is the hard part. For me it works best if I think crazy, 
impossible solutions that couldn’t possibly work. But sometimes 
it twists the problem in a direction that shines a different light.

Sanding Small Pieces—When these top blocks were glued into 
the square, they definitely needed sanding. Free hand sanding 
would leave them with non-parallel top and bottom surfaces. The 
drum sander was my obvious choice. Something in the back of 
my mind suggested that they might not pass through cleanly. The 
first few passes are always beginners luck, but using shallow passes 
worked fine.

But as you approach the final pass, as woodworking demons 
go, one piece tilted forward as it touched the drum and the drum 
carved a large davit into its surface. Expecting trouble, I had made 
extra pieces, so another glue-up gave plenty of time to figure out 
how to prevent it again.

Who knows where these ideas come from—perhaps the wine 
and complaining to my wife about demons. In a flash, one of 
those ideas emerged, tape them to a carrier board. This is not 
rocket wiener when you’ve been here before with the planer. We 
do this often when trying to run thin strips through the planer. 

Note on that subject: Make sure the tape at the leading edge is well 
secured. I’ve made chopsticks the fast way.

It was necessary to replace the tape tabs when the parts were 
flipped over. But I’m happy to say that it worked very well. 

by Bob Oswald

Board Stretchers
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The heyday of Windsor chairs was 1770–1810, the period 
when they dominated the seating market. During the 

corresponding decades, 100 years later, the rattan chair would 
have a similar run. While we know little about Windsor origins, 
the explosion in rattan popularity is better documented. The 
Windsor story did not have a Big Bang moment with a prime 
mover, but rattan had both. The event happened one day in 1840 
when Cyrus Wakefield was poking around the Boston docks. 

 Before telling Cyrus’ story, we should familiarize ourselves 
with rattan. The product is obtained from any of 16 members 
of the palm family, genus Calamus, known commercially as 
rattan palms. All are lianas, woody vines rooted in the soil and 
climbing trees to access sunlight. Removing the outer bark reveals 
a hard, inner shell—the rattan. Sliced into narrow strips, this shell 
becomes cane. A core remains, called reed. Both cane and reed 
are flexible and suitable for furniture making. Since pre-history, 
chairs have been made by weaving together long, slender plants—
the resulting furniture is known as wicker. In Asia, rattan and 
its products—cane and reed—were preferred for this purpose. 
Through trade, cane was introduced to Europe and early America. 
The mid-19th century was the age of the cane-seated chair so 
familiar to us all, and that was the material’s primary use when 
Cyrus wandered along the docks.

In his late 20s, Cyrus was a grocer, in business with his younger 
brother. That pivotal day on the wharf he spotted a pile of rattan 
that had been used as dunnage—packing for a cargo from the Far 
East. He purchased the material and sold it to local chair shops 
at a profit. Cyrus had stumbled onto a new business, buying 
something of little value to shippers and selling it to chairmakers 
who needed it. He eventually left the grocery business and opened 
an office to support his blossoming enterprise.

Learning that chairmakers invested a lot of effort splitting the 
rattan into cane, Cyrus recognized another opportunity. He had 
married, and his new brother-in-law worked in Canton, China. 
Through him, Cyrus arranged to have cane split by inexpensive 
Chinese labor and imported ready-to-use. He sold his “Canton 
Split Rattan” to chairmakers throughout New England.

 The Taiping Rebellion in the early 1850s disrupted rattan 
shipments. Cyrus responded by purchasing all the material he 
could locate. Sitting on a large quantity of hard-to-find rattan 
prompted him to open his own factory, named Wakefield Rattan 
Co. He equipped his new operation with hand-driven splitting 
machines. The prospering business needed more space and Cyrus 
relocated to nearby South Reading. There, he used water driven 
machinery to produce cane at speeds previously impossible.

Meanwhile, Wakefield’s products helped spark a trend in NYC. 
Artistic rattan chairs became chic. In 1851, one of the chairmakers 
driving this fashion, Michael Topf, created a sensation with 
his display of an artistic rattan chair at London’s Crystal Palace 
Exhibition. Only an engraving of the Rococo Revival chair exists 
as testimony to Topf ’s command of the material’s potential. In 
coming decades his fellow craftsmen would develop artistic 
designs of astounding complexity and elegance, far beyond the 
boxy wicker chairs we know. Artistic rattan chairs gained in 
popularity when promoted by influential authors and architects. 
For example, Andrew Jackson Downing described them as ideal 
for rural Gothic cottages. Little of this early production survives, 
as rattan and cane do not wear well. Thanks to advances in 
photography we know what artistic rattan chairs looked like. 
They appear in interior shots of Victorian mansions and as props 
in studio portraits.

In 1856, Cyrus pulled off another coup. Just as demand for 
rattan furniture was soaring, imports were again disrupted by 
the Second Opium War. When he learned that the last rattan 
supply, in several large lots, was available in NYC, he arranged 
to buy it all. Having cornered the market, he cashed in big and 
transformed himself into a well-capitalized industrialist. With his 
new stash, Cyrus expanded and upgraded his facilities. He also 
developed steam-driven machines that spit out cane, eclipsing 
his earlier production. In 1865, Cyrus decided to import rattan 
directly, rather than relying on shipping companies. He soon had 
15 ships working exclusively for him.

As Cyrus’ profits climbed he invested in more factories and 
began to make finished goods—at first baskets and skirt hoops. 
Previously, the waste from making cane was burned. Cyrus 
developed a method for turning it into highly profitable floor 
matting. It is not certain when he began to make furniture, but 
1870 is a safe bet.

 Cyrus’ remarkable ability to time his business decisions paid 
off in summer 1873 when he incorporated Wakefield Rattan, 
now employing a thousand workers. September 19, the stock 
market crashed, setting off the most severe depression the U.S. 
had endured. October 23, Cyrus suffered a fatal heart attack, and 
unknown to all, died bankrupt.

Thanks to his timely move, Wakefield Rattan Co. endured 
rather than be liquidated. Cyrus’s protégé and namesake, his 
nephew, Cyrus Wakefield II, was called back from Asia to step 
into his uncle’s shoes. The younger man proved up to the job. The 
company was battered by the depression but survived. In 1876 
it displayed its wares at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition, 

from the bench

Rattan Furniture 

by mike Dunbar
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visited by a quarter of the nation’s population. The company was 
declared the country’s leading maker of artistic rattan furniture. 
Again the timing was perfect, as rattan was following the same 
path as Windsors a century before. During the 1850s and 60s 
it was the furniture of fashionable elites. In the 70s and 80s it 
democratized, becoming the rage with the middle class. Demand 
soared and Wakefield Rattan grew accordingly, opening factories 
and showrooms in New York, Chicago, and San Francisco. 

In the 90s, the rattan industry was hit by a perfect a storm of 
circumstances it could not weather. States cashed in on the craze 
by opening prison workshops to compete with the private sector. 
Undercut by cheap convict labor, rattan furniture makers, big 
and small, felt the squeeze. In 1893, the economy again crashed, 
resulting in a depression even worse than that of 1873. Wakefield 
Rattan survived by merging with its major competitor, Heywood 
Brothers, and becoming Heywood Brothers and Wakefield.

The final blow to rattan chairs was fatal. It was a shift in fashion, 
eerily similar to what Fancy chairs had done to Windsors a 
century earlier. In 1893, NYC decorator, Joseph Patrick McHugh 
began making wicker out of willow. Factory-made rattan chairs 
had already lost their cachet with fashionable elites. Now, willow 

caught on with trend setters because of an important advantage. 
Unlike buff-yellow rattan, willow would take stain. This allowed 
wicker furniture to be sold in different colors.

Here are a couple of trivia tidbits—Like many 19th century 
industrialists, Cyrus Wakefield was a philanthropist and was 
particularly generous to South Reading. Among his gifts were a 
new town hall and a Civil War memorial. To honor its benefactor, 
South Reading changed its name to Wakefield.

The illustration above is a trade card. Its terminus post quem 
is the late 1870s, after Wakefield Rattan opened its San Francisco 
branch. Its terminus ante quem is 1897 when the merger with 
Heywood Brothers resulted in a new name. Trade cards had 
been in use for a couple of centuries, serving the dual purpose 
of business card and advertiser. Following the Civil War these 
cards were collected by enthusiasts who would swap duplicates 
to obtain desired examples. This resulted in a new term—trading 
card. Tobacco companies promoted the hobby by including 
trading cards with their products. Pictures of baseball players 
were most popular. 
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Dado Plane

The dado plane is a specialized molding plane easily 
distinguished by the additional wedge at the front and the 

brass thumbscrew. The vertical wedge at the front is for a two-
prong scoring blade or nicker which cuts the fibers ahead of the 
typically skewed iron. The brass thumb screw is for the depth 
gauge which limits the depth of the dado being made. 

The dado plane has existed in this form for over 200 years. The 
Benjamin Seaton tool chest of 1797 had five skew dado planes 
in 3/8˝, ½˝, 5/8˝, ¾˝ and 7/8˝. The depth adjustment is reported to 
have been new at that time. The planes have remained essentially 
unchanged since. The only new feature is the addition of a second 
knob by Australian planemaker H.N.T. Gordon that provides a 
fine adjustment of the nicker’s depth of cut. 

Stanley did get into the Dado plane business with a metal 
version during their heyday of plane manufacturing. Stanley 
made the #39 dado plane in their usual profusion of options: 
¼˝,  3/8˝, ½˝, 5/8˝, ¾˝, 13/16˝, 7/8˝ and 1˝. They also made the #46 
Adjustable Dado and Plow plane which could do dados, rabbets 
and grooves. 

For you real gearheads out there the #45 and #55 multi-planes 
can be configured to do dados as well! If you look for a #39 make 
sure you get the iron and nickers since they are unique to these 
planes and hard to find. 

An adjustable dado plane came onto the market. Patrick 
Leach described it as a “…very rare Duval’s Patent adjustable 
dado plane designed to do the work of many dado planes with a 
single one that can be set to different widths by turning the six 
thumb screws to move the two halves closer/nearer to each other. 
The sound concept never proved practical as the plane failed to 
sell well. It was manufactured by the shadowy Hartford Plane 
Co. No information has surfaced about this firm. Patented on 
Nov. 23, 1869, Duval’s tool experiment was reflected in his patent 
document which is signed by an “X” for his name. Roughly ten 
examples have surfaced each with a different number stamped in 
the heel as a possible serial number.”

The dado plane is an aggressive plane for the removal of stock 
and not for gossamer thin shavings. You can set this up and finish 
your dado in the time it would take fiddling with the shims on 
your dado set. The traditional way of guiding these planes is to 
nail a batten to the inside of the case. Since the dado will be 
inside, the two small nail holes are insignificant. The nickers 
leave the two borders of the dado with deeper cuts just like the 
scoring blades on a tablesaw’s dado set. These can be eliminated 
by subsequent joinery such as a dovetail on the ends of drawer 
supports, adding a face frame or glued-on strip to the case side, or 
deepening and flattening the dado with a router plane.

One difference in mind set is important when using dado 
planes. Unlike router bits, the width may not be exactly the 
dimension marked on the plane. Rather than fussing with a dado 

Two Planes & a Joint

set and shims to get an exact fit to your stock, you size the stock 
to fit the dado produced by the plane. The width of the dado may 
vary with wear and sharpenings. 

It is unlikely that you’ll be using plywood for shelving or 
drawer supports if you are using a dado plane. The use of solid 
stock lends itself to taking off a few shavings to fit or putting a 
rabbet or tongue on it to fit the dado. You will find some advocates 
on the internet that suggest adding an additional shim to push 
the planes further away from the batten to fine adjust the width 
of the dado with additional passes. That’s more headache than its 
worth and it will result in multiple scoring cuts in the bottom of 
the dado from the nickers. Go with tradition and plane the shelf 
or drawer support to fit.

To use the plane, press it up against the batten and draw 
backwards a couple of times to allow the nickers to define a 
clean, sharp edge for the dado. Failure to pre-score the exit with 
the backwards pull will result in some significant blow-out or 

“spelching” where it will show on the front edge. Take 5-6 forward 
passes until the depth gauge bottoms out at a typical depth of 
¼˝ to 3/8˝. 

A stopped dado with a tapered depth can be achieved with 
begin with a short pass and increasingly longer passes until the 
desired depth and taper is reached. The shelf or drawer support 
will then have to have a matching taper planed into it.

The dado plane is a fun tool to use with rapid results for us old 
farts that don’t have much time left to waste. Best of all, there is 
little demand for them so that a usable antique dado plane can be 
easily picked up for a fraction of the cost of a new boutique plane.  
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Router Plane

Although not totally necessary to the use of a dado plane, the 
router plane is a helpful companion.

The router plane can be set to a depth that will ensure that all 
the dados in a case piece are smooth bottomed, co-planer with 
the inside surface and of a consistent depth. There are a number 
of different models of router planes available but one with a fine 
adjustment for depth would be especially useful for this task. The 
Stanley #71 router plane is the common model and the basis for 
most modern versions.

A new router plane on the market is a reproduction of the 
Preston 2500P made by Walke Moore Tools. It is a large plane 
that has multiple positions for mounting the cutter and is quickly 
becoming my go to tool for routing. Note the two different 
positions in the pictures. By mounting the cutter in the end, 
there is significant bearing surface to keep the cutter co-planar. 

Snipe Joint

The snipe joint is a joint I used all the time when I worked as 
a commercial cabinetmaker. It is a stopped dado technique 

for shelving and dividers that presents a clean and apparent butt 
joint at the front of the cabinet. The shelf or divider is deliberately 
deeply sniped on the jointer rather than notched at the tablesaw. 
There is a small gap at the snipe inside the cabinet.

The shops I worked in had a small jointer designated for 
doing the snipe joints and was used only for that operation. An 
extended fence is installed with stop marks and with the infeed 
set to a 3/8˝ deep cut. With a central divider requiring shelves on 
both sides, the dado is reduced to ¼˝. Cutting deep snipes like 
this are really tough on the knives when the primary material is 
a shop grade plywood. End grain hardwood is just as demanding 
and the knives wear quickly. Typical practice was to start with the 
far edge of the blade and advance the fence over top of the worn 
sections until the entire blade was trashed and needed replacing. 
Note: The guard in the photo is removed for clairty. 

The dado is cut in the case side using a router or tablesaw. 
The safest way to cut a stopped dado is with the router and not 
the table saw. Doing a stop cut with a stacked dado set is too 
dangerous. One guy I worked with had lost all four fingers on 
his left hand when the saw snatched the wood and dragged his 
fingers over the dado stack. Stick to the router for stopped cuts! 
Through dados can be done safely with the dado set but not stopped 
dados! 

Another drawback to the stopped dado set cut is the sloped 
surface it leaves in the dado requiring a longer snipe and less 
support to the front edge of the shelf. 

Through dados on the case sides can be covered with an edge 
or face frame glued on to hide the dado and the snipe joint can 
be used to hide the joinery.

by Joe Barry

There is a variant on the snipe joint that I have called the 
reverse snipe joint. It is used to hide the shelf supports for 
adjustable shelves and provide a clean appearance hiding the 
hardware. The cut must be made in one deep pass, otherwise 
you end up with a taper. 
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Peter Breu Manchester, NH

Cherry End Tables—Figured cherry with rosewood 

trim and Spanish cedar drawers (28˝ high, 32˝ 

wide, 16˝ deep). This set completes a suite begun 

20 years ago. The tables are made from a single 

24˝ x 14´ board with the exception of the leg stock. 

The finish is catalyzed lacquer over danish oil.

Michael O. Moore Merrimac, MA

Chess Table—Walnut, rosewood and “Avodire” 

(36˝ x 30˝ x 30˝). The table was made for a cafe in 

Seal Beach, California. It has a generous top to allow 

for pie plates and coffee mugs etc.! Chess pieces by 

House of Staunton.

Richard Oedel Boston, MA

Megan’s Desk—Curly jarrah, East Indian satinwood, eucalyptus, 

maple (36˝ deep x 82˝ wide x 30˝ high). Sometimes the piece 

is all about the wood. The jarrah (a 

species of eucalyptus) used for the 

top of this desk was sourced directly 

from Australia and is so heavily 

figured that it was almost impossible 

to work with ordinary tools. The 

contrasts of the East Indian satinwood 

with the other eucalyptus burl inlays 

and the smooth, almost satin-like 

surface of the frames and panels make 

the piece visually coherent and a 

statement about the owners and their 

love of Australian woods.

photo by Bill Truslow
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