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Within the world of art, there 
exists a multitude of mediums 

by which artisans define themselves. For 
many, furniture making and woodworking 
may not seem traditionally to be in the 
category of fine art per se. However, there 
are a number of accomplished craftsmen 
whose skills transcend the mediocre and 
the commonplace. Their exceptional 
talent allows them to sculpt wood in such 
a way that the end product exceeds the 
expectations of even the most sophisticated devotee of fine furniture.

One such man lives in the iconic town of Canterbury, NH along a 
winding road that ultimately leads to the Shaker Village. As you approach 
the property we can see a sign that clearly indicates the skill level of this 
remarkable artisan.

As a custom period furniture maker, there are few individuals who 
can aspire to the creative genius and tactile talents of David Lamb. His 
mastery of intricate joinery, design, veneering, carving and finishing has 
sent him to the pinnacle of his profession. He was recently awarded 
the 2020 Cartouche Award for lifetime achievement from the Society 
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A Master  
of Masters

by Mike DiMaggio



of American Period Furniture Makers, a testament to his 
extraordinary skills and creativity. In addition, David was 
selected as the New Hampshire Artist Laureate by Governor 
Lynch from 2010-2014. He is a founding member of both 
the Guild of New Hampshire Woodworkers, the New 
Hampshire Furniture Masters and is a juried member of 
the League of New Hampshire Craftsman.

 
David was gracious in allowing me to interview him 
in his shop. In David’s words, “I never intended from the 
beginning to become a furniture maker.” He took various 
shop classes but his interest was primarily with drawing as 
opposed to working with machines and becoming involved 
with the mechanical operations that were available to him. 
Interesting enough, he shared that he gravitated to cartoon 
drawing and spent a considerable period of time drawing 
these with his friends.

 In 1972 his family moved to Canterbury from New 
Hampton and this became the start of his relationship with 
Shaker Village and the remaining Shaker residents. Also, 
at this time Alejandro de la Cruz, the European trained 
furniture master who ultimately became David’s mentor, 
was living in the house that David and his family presently 
own.

David recounted how he was invited by Mr. de la Cruz 
to be his apprentice, something that he described as an 

“interesting prospect.” David would spend as much time 
talking with Mr. de la Cruz as he would performing tasks in 
the shop. He recounted how his first attempt at dovetailing 
was in his words “sorely inadequate” yet he made this 
attempt on his own which seemed to impress his teacher. 

He shared how he would study the pages of Albert Sack’s 
book The Fine Points of Furniture and how Mr. de la Cruz 
would go into depth about the “good, better, best” concept, 
focusing on the specifics of what make a piece of furniture a 
quality creation. It was through this process of analysis and 
re-examination of fine furniture construction that David 
honed his eye and spatial talents that has allowed him to 
create his exceptional masterpieces to date.

 Mr. de la Cruz emphasized for David the need for 
delicacy and refinement in his productions and most 
importantly to make this piece right and to start over if the 
quality of the workmanship comes into question. It was this 
concept of perfection in the workmanship and a willingness 
to never compromise the quality of a piece that became the 
mainstay of his approach to furniture making—rather one 

should always “start over” to ensure 
the integrity of the final product.

 David shared that most days 
after school and weekends he would 
come to the shop and sharpen a 
variety of tools with a rather crude 
sharpening system. Mr de la Cruz 
insisted that he learn the meaning 
of a tool being “truly sharp” so that 
when it was presented to the work, it could perform its 
job without error. To this day, David attributes his carving 
ability to his initial instruction of how to properly sharpen 
his tools. 

David recounted how in the Japanese culture there is 
almost a reverence to sharpening as the craftsman take 
enormous pride in the quality of the edge of their tools. 
Although David has a deep respect for these artisans 
who invest so much time and effort into maintaining an 
incredibly sharp edge, the tool for him is part of a process 
that allows the piece to be created with a flow and eloquence 
that defines the work of the maker. For David, tools are 
not an entity unto themselves, but are more a vehicle that 
allows him to create his works of art.

 In the interview, David discussed the importance of 
repetition at the bench, be it sharpening, joining, fettling 
or finishing. He explained that to create a masterpiece 
requires countless hours of practicing the fundamentals that 
ultimately lead to the creation of a fine piece of furniture. It 
is the discipline and the dedication to put in the time that 
ultimately determines the outcome of any commission.
 
Currier Commission—David said that despite his more 
than 40 years of furniture making, he still experienced a 
great thrill  when he was asked to construct a piece for the 
Currier Museum. He felt that his hard work had allowed 
this period masterpiece to find its real home and to be 
available to the public to be viewed for countless decades. 

“It was the culmination of my career.”
 David had the opportunity to study at the Rhode Island 

School of Design under Tage Frid whose style was rather 
unlike David’s. Tage suggested this program might not be 
the best fit for him and suggested that he seek out Jerre 
Osgood at Boston University who might better be able to 
refine David’s stylistic interests. He was accepted in the 
program of approximately a dozen students in his class and 
he attended there for two years. The program emphasized 
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personal design first with the follow up of how then to 
construct the piece. 

This was a new concept for David who had only been 
exposed to a more traditional and fundamental style of 
furniture construction. As anyone who has seen Jerre 
Osgood’s creations, this was certainly a monumental 
departure from his European bench training with 
de la Cruz. Here he was exposed to double bent lamination 
techniques and a mindset that required an individual to be 
able to “think out of the box” and to be creative in resolving 
construction issues. For David, this was an epiphany that 
allowed him to diversify his mindset and provide him with 
the necessary design tools that has made his designs so 
unique and engaging. He emphasized that his wish is to 
incorporate a strong traditional aspect with a reverence for 
the past coupled with a strong contemporary graphic and 
artistic approach that so clearly defines his work.

David utilizes nature as a springboard for many of his 
pieces as he will incorporate vestiges of what he observes in 
nature as defining elements in his design. Some of David’s 
pieces are reminiscent of his perceptions in nature. His use 
of specialized veneer that mimics the ice crystals that one 
sees in nature has become a unique part of his style.

 David discussed his use of flame birch veneer that so 
mimics the ice crystals that one sees so readily during the 
winters in New Hampshire. He expresses a strong desire 
to retain these elements in his work as they are a heartfelt 
remembrance of his time growing up in New Hampshire’s 
beautiful countryside. 

David explained how he examines the crotch of the 
birch tree for what he describes as a “zipper effect” that will 
generally give him a good indication that this piece might 
very well have the flame quality that he is seeking. 

David finds these special pieces during his ventures 
into the woods. He cuts his own veneer on the bandsaw 
and dries it to 12% moisture level and then places it in his 
homemade kiln and dries it to 6%. David explained that 
this drying process is critical to maintain the integrity of 
the veneer structure.

 David went on to emphasize how important discipline 
becomes in the development of a masterpiece. His 
commission for the Currier took him 18 months, a span of 
time that attests to his level of commitment and professional 
integrity. For a person to be committed to a singular piece 
of furniture for that elongated period clearly indicates 
an intense love of the craft and a willingness to place 

their work at the utmost 
level of importance. This 
commitment to his craft 
has clearly distinguished 
David lamb as a “Master 
of Masters.”

Epilogue
In creating this article, I thought it would be interesting 

to share with the readers my first encounter with David. 
My wife had recently passed away and after this loss, I was 
rather somber and isolative for a good period of time. My 
wife’s physician would occasionally call to see how I was 
doing. She realized that I was quite depressed and asked if I 
had any hobbies and interests. When I told her that I liked 
woodworking she gave me David’s number. 

After a few days I made the call and David invited me to 
his shop. On entering I was confronted with this incredible 
piece. We spoke for awhile about woodworking in general 
and he suggested that I become a member of the Guild. I 
thanked him for his time and before I left, I went over to 
examine Lambovitch I. 

As I walked home I immediately felt a sense of dread 
and disappointment thinking—if this is what the guys here 
in New Hampshire are making, I better look for another 
hobby. I called my children and told them that I thought 
woodworking here is probably out of the question. They all 
said, “Oh dad you are so good at making things, don’t feel 
like that.” I replied, yea I thought I wasn’t too bad until I 
saw this guy’s stuff. OMG, it looked like it belonged in a 
museum I told them. I could never make anything even 
remotely approaching the quality of that piece.

After a few days, they convinced me to follow up with 
his recommendation. I looked up the Guild on the internet 
and made out my application. Well, the rest is history as I 
met so many fine individuals who shared my passion for 
woodworking and tools and enjoyed collaborating with 
them in the many group meetings that the Guild offered. I 
came to realize that David Lamb was an anomaly in the field 
of fine furniture and his pieces were not the standard that 
most artisans are capable of producing—thank goodness! 

I bet David has never known that he was both the 
singular reason for my involvement and love of the Guild 
while simultaneously almost influencing me to abandon my 
hobby. Thank you David, for all your support and guidance 
and for connecting me with this wonderful Guild! 
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I have mentioned this before but think it is time to elaborate 
on sharpening rasps and files. I use them all the time and 

have a clear favorite which I have written about before—the 
Dragon rasp. Because of the shape coming to a very sharp 
point, these rasps are better than anything else out there 
and I use the fine and coarse ones constantly. They are not 
cheap but worth it, especially as they can be a lifetime tool. 
Go to stewmac.com and search for dragon hand-cut rasp.

Sharpening files and rasps? 
Using phosphoric acid is easy, cheap and very effective. 

Here is how I do it. I made a shallow PVC trough by using 
temporary test caps glued in the end of a 4˝ diameter piece 
of pipe as long as my longest file. Cut it in half with a 
bandsaw and you have two perfect troughs. Load the files 
after you have cleaned them thoroughly (I wire brush ones 
that are badly clogged) and cover them with the acid. 

The files should not touch each other. Let them sit for 
about half an hour, rinse with water, dry with a heat gun 
and oil with WD-40. And, they really are very sharp again! 

What’s New in my Shop!
tool review

by Peter Breu
woodrollerski.com

In my experience, this does not take much metal off the 
files so you are not going to need to replace them after a few 
sharpenings. I got my acid (85% strength) for about $30 
a gallon at dudadiesel.com. A gallon will certainly last me at 
least a decade. You can also go to amazon.com and search for 

“phosphoric acid 85%” to look for smaller quantities.

I love my awl
A tool I use constantly and dearly love is an awl. It is a 

simple tool, but as a kit you get to make your own version 
that works best for you. Alan Lacer (alanlacer.com) is a good 
friend and he makes a wonderful, simple kit. Mine is a 
fancy version that he also makes—Damascus steel with a 
twist. I chose a short handle of antique ivory and love the 
weight and size of it. If I were a better turner it would be 
prettier but I wouldn’t want it to be too precious since it is 
in my hand many times a day. 

Rasp & Awl



Drying Lumber—How long do I have 
to let my freshly sawn lumber dry before 
it is suitable for making furniture?—
Anonymous

Garrett Hack replies: The rule of 
thumb is a year to the inch (thickness), 
but really the type of wood makes a 
difference and how thick it is. 1˝ pine 
can dry in 6 months, red oak takes 
many times longer especially if it is 
thick. Be patient. You will get better 
results drying your wood slowly. It 
will be more stable and sweeter to 
work. Even wood air dried for many 
years needs several weeks to acclimate 
to shop conditions before milling. To 
really know what’s going on, check 
your lumber with a moisture meter 
and wait until it drops below 9%.

Bob Couch replies: I hate to start 
with “it depends” but it really does. 
It depends to some degree on the 
species, the storage conditions and 
where you live. I have had a number 
logs sawn, mostly cherry and I always 
figure at least one year but preferably 
two. Open grain woods tend to dry a 
bit quicker than tight grained woods. 
If you have it stickered in a pile out in 
the open, make sure your tarp covers 
the ends and not the full sides, This 
will help with checking and splitting 
on the ends and improve the airflow. 
Air can’t flow through the stack from 
one end to the other because of the 
stickers. If you can get your material 

out of the weather so you don’t need 
the tarp, all the better.

Steve Costain replies: One year per 
inch is an often recommended 
number, invest in a good moisture 
meter, 6%–8% (lignomatusa.com). I 
dry smaller pieces in my shop with 
a fan blowing on the pile and I have 
dried some good sized pieces in the 
hot second story of my barn.

Peter Breu replies: A general rule 
of thumb is a year for every inch of 
thickness assuming air drying outside 
which is ideal. Be careful to allow for 
air to move around the wood, seal 
the ends with paint, weigh down 
the stack with each layer stickered at 
least an inch apart, covered with a 
light roof (ply is fine) and make sure 
it is straight and flat. It will dry as it 
is stacked. The stickers should be cut 
from the same wood you are drying. 

Trying to speed up that timing 
requires very careful control of air 
movement, heating, etc. Putting that 
wet wood in the back of a garage or 
in the basement is asking for disaster.

go-To Finish—What is your go-to 
finish and finishing technique? What 
did you experiment with or decide to do 
on a whim or impulse that turned out 
surprisingly well?—Jay Schafer

Jim Forbes replies: My go-to bowl 
finish for non-utilitarian “art work” 
turnings is my understanding/

interpretation of the Sam Maloof 
finish. I use an 8 oz. glass jar and mix :

• 2 oz. Pure Tung Oil (not the same 

thing as products advertised 

a “Tung Oil Finish” (some will 

substitute hemp seed oil—it is 

clearer)

• 2 oz. Pure Boiled Linseed Oil)

• 2 oz. high quality oil based varnish 

(I use Behlen’s Rockhard Table Top 

Urethane Varnish–Gloss/Brilliant). 

• This mix is thinned with about 2 oz. 

paint thinner or turpentine. 

I cut back the gloss with 5x steel 
wool. Yes 5x is finer than standard 
4x and is available on Amazon—
Elephant Brand is oil free.

Another finish for small spindle 
turnings (I use it on birdhouse and 
angel ornaments) is pure carnauba 
wax. I sand through the grits to 
2000, then rub at high speed the 
turning with a small 4˝x4˝ soft cloth 
previously soaked in melted carnauba 
wax flakes. This makes a quick, one 
step, high gloss, durable finish that 
withstands craft fair handling.

Elliot Savitzky replies: The type of 
finish I use depends on how the piece 
will be used. The first thing that I do 
is to plane the surface smooth and 
then sand to at least 220 or 320 grit 
(I have been told that the human eye 
cannot detect scratches past 220 grit 
but I like to be safe). I then apply a 
wash coat of shellac to everything I 
build as this seals the wood and will 
allow any topcoat to be applied over it.

Ask the Old Saw
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If the piece will not receive heavy 
use or be susceptible to moisture 
(water or alcohol) I will continue with 
multiple coats of shellac to the point 
where I may French Polish the piece if 
it is a flat board such as a table top or 
drawer front. 

If it requires a more durable finish 
I will use Waterlox, a tung oil varnish, 
applying at least four coats, sanding 
with a fine grit in between coats 
(1000–5000 grit using synthetic 
sheets designed for this purpose 
(Scotch Brite, Mirka Mirlon, etc.).

If the piece is going to get a lot of 
use like a windsor chair, I use Osmo 
Oil (now available from Woodcraft) 
which is a durable natural ingredient 
finish that can stand up to a lot of 
abuse. It was designed for hardwood 
floors which tells you something 
about it.

Regardless of the finish, I always 
“finish the finish” with oil-free 0000 
steel wool and Wool Lube followed 
by a cream wax and buffing at the end.

I have not tried different finishes 
“on a whim” as I really don’t want to 
ruin all the work I’ve done on the 
piece. Using sample boards makes a 
lot of sense and will keep you from 
making that irreversible mistake. I’ve 
taken the advice of many mentors, 
teachers and professionals, and rely on 
two excellent books as a reference— 
Foolproof Finishing by Teri Masaschi 
and Understanding Wood Finishing by 
Bob Flexnor.

Bruce Wedlock replies: Choosing 
a finish involves many factors— 
appearance, durability, ease of 
application and curing time. Shellac 
dries fast but is not exceptionally 

durable. Tung oil, boiled linseed oil 
and waxes are easy to apply and while 
not durable are easy to repair. Oil-
based polyurethanes cure slowly but 
provide a durable surface. 

Finishes like shellac dry by 
evaporation so are quick. Shellac’s 
durability is not good as it can be 
damaged by water or alcohol. But it 
is excellent on furniture and surfaces 
that get little wear. Apply with a 
synthetic brush or pad. Brushes don’t 
need to be cleaned. Let them dry and 
soak in denatured alcohol for the next 
use. 

Oil-based varnishes cure by 
chemical reaction with the oxygen 
in the air and so dry slowly. That’s 
also why they skin over in the can. 
Various resins such as urethanes are 
generally satisfactory for interior 
wood finishing. Cleanup with paint 
thinner is a bit messy.

For general woodworking, my 
go-to finish is General Finishes 
Enduro-Var, a water-based urethane 
that brushes smooth and dries in 
an hour. Apply with a fine, synthetic 
bristle brush as natural bristles absorb 
the water and swell up. Just put the 
brush in water between coats. 

The first coat is the sealer and three 
coats with P220 or P320 light sanding 
in between yields a nice surface. I use 
the glossy as it doesn’t require stirring. 
Simply rub with 0000 steel wool or 
wet sand the final coat for a satin 
finish. Unused finish in the can does 
not skin over or otherwise deteriorate. 
Brush cleanup is with detergent and 
warm water. 

Water-based varnishes dry crystal 
clear. If you want the amber shade 
typical with an oil-based varnish, just 

add a few drops of TransTint Honey 
Amber dye to get your desired shade. 
 
Steve Costain replies: For large projects 
that will be sprayed, I like Campbell 
Aqualente. For smaller projects I use 
Watco oil or shellac with a wax top 
coat.

running LaThe in reverse—In what 
situations should a lathe be run with the 
motor reversed?—Tom Harris

Claude Dupuis replies: I’m in reverse 
very little. I will sand the exterior of 
a bowl in reverse and will reverse to 
remove a worm drive from a bowl 
blank.

Jim Forbes replies: This is very useful 
for improving the efficiency and 
results of bowl sanding. It is also 
helpful for bowl and hollow form 
internal turning when the tool 
position and or reaching would be 
unsafe. It is important to be sure that 
you can safely lock the chuck to the 
spindle with grub screws that will not 
damage the spindle threads. If you 
do not have locking screws on your 
chuck, do not reverse the lathe unless 
you are prepared to catch the chuck 
and whatever it is holding in the gut 
when you least expect it!

Jon Siegel replies: A lathe should be 
run in reverse when sanding, especially 
the first sanding pass after the chisel 
work is done. Then reverse again after 
each grit and one more time at the 
end. This makes the sanding go faster 
and will cut off the fibers more cleanly. 

Sometimes turners run the lathe 
in reverse when boring vessels because 

Ask the Old Saw
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that way the chisel is in a more natural 
position and you can see the point of 
the tool better. If you run a lathe in 
reverse be sure the chuck or faceplate is 
screwed on tightly so it does not come 
off. That would probably ruin the 
work and is very dangerous for the 
woodturner.

ProPorTions—I’m making a set of 
three boxes. I want the boxes (these 
could be drawers or other objects) to 
be a pleasing graduated sizes from 
large to small. Is there a mathematical 
formula or “Golden Rule” to determine 
this?—Anonymous

Jim Forbes replies: Using the Fibonacci 
sequence will result in the most 
esthetic graduated sizing. It is easy 
to use for almost any project by just 
selecting the area in the sequence and 
moving the decimal point.

Garrett Hack replies: The Golden Rule 
is a 1:1.6 relationship between the 
width and length—not useful for 
sizing graduated elements. However, 
there is the Fibonacci sequence that 
you might find helpful: 0, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 
13—although I never have. 

Draw what you have in mind full 
scale if you can and play with the 
relationship of your boxes—you’ll 
get it. Sometimes just adding 1/2˝ to 
your smallest box and that again to 
next and so on makes an interesting 
graduation.

seaLing green Turning sTock—I would 
like to hear what people use to seal green 
wood stock for turning. Pentacryl is great, 
but expensive. And I’ve got a whole tree 
to seal up.—Ron Bart

Claude Dupuis replies: When I get 
wood I typically will get it in as long 
a length as possible. Even without 
painting the ends I will get very little 
loss, maybe 6˝ at either end. Once 
I cut pieces to bowl blank length I 
process them right away with a rough 
turn. Date them and place in paper 
bags and store them away for several 
months. If you cannot turn them, cut 
to length and half them getting rid of 
the pith. Seal the ends with anchor 
seal or cheap wood glue. I sometimes 
use leftover latex paint and find it 
works as well as anything else.

ePoxy—I see many articles showing 
people using epoxy as a finish and even 
structural parts of a project. What kind 
of epoxy are they using and how do you 
work with it?—Anonymous

Peter Breu replies: My favorite 
epoxy is the West System #655-K 
Plastic Boat Repair Kit. It is a two 
part thickened epoxy which works 
wonderfully in all woods I’ve used. 
It doesn’t run at all which is a huge 
benefit. While intended for plastics, I 
use it all the time for joinery and for 
repairs. Because it is thickened, joints 
cannot be as tight as one would use 
with traditional wood glues. It dries 
to an off white/yellow color so it is 
not suitable for a finish.

DriLLing PerPenDicuLar hoLes in a 
DoweL—Using a drill press, how can 
you drill a series of holes in a dowel so 
that all holes are perpendicular, centered 
and in the same plane (in line with each 
other)?—Noah Cote

Joe Barry replies: Use a V-block to hold 
the dowel. You can make a quick one 
by running a piece of wood over the 
table saw with two 45° cuts meeting 
to cut the vee. Chuck a 1/16˝ or other 
small bit in the chuck and align the 
block so that the bit comes down in 
the center of the vee. Then secure the 
V-block to the drill press table so it 
won’t move.

Richard Oedel replies: Use a V-block 
(7˝–8˝) which rides against a fence 
on the bed of the drill press with two 
clamps, one tight and one loose, and 
put a drill bit in your drill press. I use 
a brad point bit so that the hole starts 
cleanly. Rotate the fence/V-block as a 
unit to find the center of the fixture 
by dropping your bit into the bottom 
of the V-block. 

Or you can go back and forth 
over the top of the dowel bringing 
down the brad point until you just 
barely graze the dowel. Tighten the 
second clamp, and you have a fence 
that holds the V-block and dowel on 
the centerline of the drill press! Now 
just drill and repeat, making sure the 
dowel does not rotate in the process 
(hint: double sided tape in the V-block 
might help).

Steve Costain replies: Buy or make a 
V-block (shars.com/toolmakers-v-block-

clamp). 

Ask the Old Saw
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by Mike Cyros

Golden Rules
of the Workshop

The year 2020 and so far, the new year 2021 has 
certainly shaped up to be unprecedented in our life 

time. Whether it is pandemic, political, economic or 
climate induced impacts on our lives, I believe nearly 
everyone can say that their daily lives have been noticeably 
and perhaps forever changed in some way. For me, despite 
the many negative impacts, it has also given me new and 
deeper appreciation for time in my workshop.

At the Guild’s annual meeting this past September 2020, 
the meeting was held virtually for the first time in the Guild’s 
history. It was very well attended, and beside the traditional 
business of the Guild there was an extended presentation 
by several Guild members sharing their thoughts and 
experiences in setting up and making practical use of their 
shop space. I had the honor of being one of those presenters 
and my topic covered practical considerations in setting 
up and using a small basement workshop. Judging by the 
comments I received, I wager that one positive aspect of 
these times is that you also have developed a newfound 
appreciation of time in your workshop.

Due to time constraints, I only had the chance to briefly 
explain the various “Golden Rules of the Workshop” that 
I have adopted over the years, yet those seemed to be the 
points where I received the most comments and questions. 
Following is that list of what I consider to be the golden 
rules for my workshop and my relationship with it. Over 
the years I have learned and adopted many of these through 
participation in the Guild whether from fellow members, 

various workshops I have attended, subgroup and small 
meetings I have led or hosted and from my own practical 
experience. These are in no particular order—I consider all 
generally of equal importance.

Understand and Appreciate your Purpose

I would describe my woodworking as a passionate 
hobby. I have come to appreciate the value of spending 
time in my workshop as a retreat, as my happy space, as 
a place where I am constantly learning and experiencing 
and finally as a place where I can easily find evidence of my 
skills improvement all of which drives satisfaction. In short, 
I describe my workshop as my sanctuary and the time I am 
able to spend there as my respite, recovery and recharge 
time from the growing stresses of these times.

I am currently completing the build of what for me is 
an advanced project—a replica of a block front Townsend 
Document Chest with carved shells. This project was 
undertaken by the Period Furniture Group several years 
ago with mentor Al Breed’s inspiration, direction and 
guidance. During that time, one of the very few members 
that completed that build was one of our late members 
Dilek Barlas. 

Shortly after he finished that project, I recall vividly one 
cold day in December having lunch with Guild member and 
leader Michael O. Moore and Dilek. Dilek explained that 
he had just finally retired from his stressful high-tech senior 
management job (something we had in common), bought 
a new house with an amazing out-building workshop 
space and was in the process of moving into his new dream 
workshop. Just a couple of weeks later, I received a call from 
Michael that Dilek had suffered a heart-attack and was in 
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the hospital. A few short days later came the more shocking 
news that he died on Christmas Eve.

Dilek’s story is a harsh reminder of the adage usually 
attributed to Ben Franklin “Don’t put off until tomorrow 
what you can do today.” A further hard lesson in this 
came even more recently from my boss and good friend 
in Germany. We were speaking on the phone one late 
Friday evening after a particularly stressful meeting in our 
high-tech company. The next morning, I received a call 
with news I will never forget—he had just dropped dead 
suddenly from a massive coronary event at the age of 54. 
I think you get the message—Dilek and my boss Frank 
were two very compelling and defining moments to give 
me clarity in purpose for time in my workshop. I think of 
them and many others that lost their chance to spend more 
time in their workshops. I might say that these two events 
were indeed “wake up calls.”

Focus on the Journey–Not the Destination

Just recently we saw the news of the passing of another 
long time Guild member—John Whiteside. Among many 
contributions to the Guild, he founded a subgroup called 
Right-Brain Woodworking. I remember this group as likely 
being the least understood of the many special interest 
groups offered by the Guild. The premise of the group 
was that most of us woodworkers, whether professional 
or hobbyist, primarily focus on our left brain skills—
engineering, mapped-out steps, the plan, construction, 
precision, proper joinery, the hands-on and finally the 
end result.

John’s purpose as I understood it with that group was 
to put more attention to the right brain activities—design, 
creativity, enjoyment of the process, the art of the craft plus 
the understanding and appreciation of the tools and the 
materials we use. 

At the time, I recall my skepticism—well, I am a dual-
degreed engineer taught to figure it all out and engineer 
anything I put my mind to. John’s point was to find the 
right balance of both the left and the right brain activity 
to find true success and satisfaction in your woodworking. 
You may remember an article written by John for the Old 
Saw newsletter that was subsequently republished in the 
Journal titled “The Zen of Woodworking.”

I recall a visit with John onetime where he told me after 
asking about a project I was working on, that I was focusing 
too much on completing the project. He felt it was as if I 

just wanted to check it off a list and move on. He seemed 
genuinely worried about my misplaced focus. As anyone 
with a passion for something would do, he tried to help me 
understand. His clear message to me was that I must learn 
to shift my focus to be on the journey of the project rather 
than the destination, for it is through the journey that we 
get to appreciate what we are creating, what we are learning, 
what we are experiencing along the way, and how much joy 
and satisfaction it brings. When we are singularly focused 
on the end goal, we miss all the enjoyment and learning of 
the experience along the way. 
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It has taken several years for me to really understand 
and appreciate what he was trying to teach me. Today 
it has profoundly changed the way I think of my time 
in the workshop and now has provided an even deeper 
appreciation for the end result.

The Rule of 10

I wish I could give credit to exactly who it was that 
taught me this simple but impactful rule. My best guess is 
that it was Brian Weldy, a former instructor in the North 
Bennet Street School (NBSS) workshop program now 
employed as Journeyman Supervisor of the Joiner’s Shop 
at Colonial Williamsburg. Back in early 2004 I took a six 
week furniture making intensive workshop at NBSS during 
a self-made sabbatical between jobs and Brian was my 
instructor.

The fundamental Rule of 10 is simply that every time you 
enter into your workshop space, your first task is to find ten 
things to put away in their proper place, organize or clean 
before you start anything else. These do not have to be ten 
big tasks, but instead should be simple and consequential 
actions. For example, put the three drill bits left out on your 
bench into the drill case and then put that drill case back 
into its drawer. Now you have already accomplished four 
out of your ten tasks. Put back a few other items, a quick 
sweep or brush-off of your workbench, put a tool away, put 
a battery pack onto the charger and organize a few boards 
in your cutoff or scrap pile. You get the idea—the two or 
three minutes spent every time you enter your workshop 
will have a noticeable impact.

Hobby or Business–Invest in It

Whether you have a workshop for your business or 
as your hobby, you already realize that this is not an 
inexpensive endeavor. Quality tools are expensive and the 
materials we work with are costly as they become scarcer. 
Whether you live by the old saying: “You get what you pay 
for,” or “You only get out, what you put into it,” or even 
the old “junk in, junk out” (often with a different word 
substituted for junk), they all hold true! A friend with a 
great sense of humor once told me years ago “You want to 
know how you can make a million bucks in woodworking? 
Start with two million!”

Well, OK, it is not quite like that but for sure you will 
find that the better quality tools and materials you invest in, 
the better your end results will be. My best advice would 

be to try to think ten years ahead and wonder if that tool 
you are considering purchasing now will still be as reliable, 
and as accurate and provide enough capacity to satisfy your 
needs for what you hope to be making in ten years. There is 
nothing more frustrating and discouraging than a tool that 
does not perform well. Before long, you will start to even 
doubt your own ability to learn and improve when in fact 
it is the tool that is holding you back. Or how about that 
splotchy piece of wood you got on the cheap for a project 
that just does not look good despite your effort and all the 
time you put into it.

Bottom line for me as a passionate hobby woodworker 
is aiming for maximum satisfaction and appreciation for 
the time I am able to spend in my workshop. Do not try to 
save a few bucks in the short term that will end up costing 
you frustration over the long term. Invest in yourself. Or as 
I look at it, I am investing in my future retirement because 
I know where I will be spending a lot of my time when that 
day comes.

Make It Your Passion

It is a rather obvious fact that the more time you spend 
doing something you love to do, the more your passion 
will grow for it. Similar is the old expression of “Love 
what you do and do what you love.” Not only do the 
tools and materials you invest in have a direct impact on 
your satisfaction and results as pointed out in the previous 
Golden Rule, but so does your attitude and approach to 
your woodworking matter. With that very point in mind, it 
is a good segue to the next Golden Rule which is something 
that can easily limit your satisfaction and therefore curb 
your passion for woodworking.
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The Rule of the 3 P’s

This has truly been one of the most impactful of the 
Golden Rules that I keep in constant mind. For many 
years, it held me back and really impacted my passion for 
woodworking. Despite this I never was good at following 
it until the past few years. The Rule of the 3 P’s is simple… 

Perfectionism leads to Procrastination
Procrastination leads to Paralysis

Again, I wish I could remember who I first heard this 
from. By education, I am an engineer. It is in my genes 
to be as precise as possible and to aim for perfection in 
everything I work on. Even though the words of the 3 P’s 
seem so obvious to hear, I never recognized how much my 
aim for perfectionism was holding me back from moving 
ahead or even deciding to move ahead. That was when I 
really recognized it as paralysis.

How could I possibly learn and improve if I set an 
expectation for myself that I could never achieve. It really 
used to frustrate me when I would take a woodworking 
class and ask the instructor to give a more precise or 
concrete definition. 

“How close do I need to be in this measurement?” or “How 
wide should I open the mouth on my hand plane?” 

Endless questions like this would generally receive the 
answer “well, just close enough,” or “as close as it takes to 
get a good fit.” OK, what is a good fit? Within a 32nd of an 
inch, a 64th of an inch? The answer again was “well, you’ll 
know when it is close enough.”

I was focused so much on the little details that I was 
missing the obvious lesson I was being taught by those 
seemingly annoying answers. I would ponder ten ways to 
do the same thing, wonder or calculate which might give 

the best result such that I kept putting off the next step 
out of fear that I might make a mistake by not executing 
it perfectly. Next thing I knew, paralysis set in and nothing 
was getting done. The dreaded 3rd P had set in.

A few years back I really made a conscious decision to 
stop what was happening and simply give myself permission 
to make mistakes or accept a slight gap in what should have 
been a perfectly tight dovetail. It is through those mistakes 
that we learn. And when the project is done as so often 
is the case, nobody ever notices those mistakes! Soon you 
won’t either and you will appreciate your accomplishment.
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Think Modular and Reconfigurable

As mentioned at the start of article, my workshop is 
located in my basement and the space is somewhat small 
and cramped. As a result I cannot have all of my various 
stationary power tools in addition to my hand tools 
organized in a way to support good traditional workshop 
workflow. In reality, each project requires a different set of 
tools and in a way its own project-specific workflow. Also, 
being in the basement means that the space is likely shared 
for other needs—furnace, plumbing, electrical service and 
even storage of other household items.

To accommodate this, every machine, workbench, tool 
chest/cabinet or storage rack is on a mobile base or wheels 
of some sort to make moving them around possible no 
matter how heavy they are. I have also wired every machine 
with fairly long heavy gauge industrial power cords with 
several machine outlets around the workshop that they can 
be plugged into which facilitates easy relocation. Even my 
large dust collector is on wheels and the dust collection 
hoses are flexible and expandable.

In this way, for each project I take on I can re-configure 
the layout of my workshop to suit the workflow of the 
project. Even my heaviest of workbenches is on retractable 
heavy-duty casters that can be lowered down which makes 
it possible to move around. Whenever I am working on 
something, if the flow doesn’t feel right or seem efficient or 
safe, I am able to easily and quickly move things around by 
myself to make immediate improvements. Use some type 
of retractable or easily removable wheels on the machines 
and benches that require a solid and non-moving surface 
for stability. Just like you fine-tune your woodworking 
project at hand, this allows you the flexibility to improve 
your workshop at any time.

Safety Mindset

Last, but certainly not least of all is to adopt a safety 
mindset every time you step foot in your workshop. 
Another thing I really appreciated about several of the 
subgroup meetings I attended over the years with the Guild 
was that one of them always started a group meeting with 
a safety topic. Surprisingly, there was always someone in 
attendance that had a safety learned-lesson that resulted in 
an injury or a brush with a dangerous situation that caused 
a few skipped heart beats and the need to sit down and 
reflect on what just happened.

I have more than one woodworking friend and distant 
family members that are missing part of a finger or even 
several fingers. Over the years, each of them has shared what 
happened to them and you quickly realize how easily it 
could happen to you. I recall a friend visiting my workshop 
to see my new tablesaw years ago. He was shopping for one 
and wanted to try mine out. He purchased that saw, and 
a couple of weeks later, proceeded to cut off his thumb. 
Thanks to him, I now own a Saw Stop tablesaw! 

Despite his wife hunting around in the sawdust pile 
looking for his severed thumb and taking it and him to 
the hospital, his reattachment surgery was not successful. 
Sadly, many of you reading this will have had your own 
close brush with a bad accident or certainly know firsthand 
of some who did suffer an injury.

My approach is simple. My mindset has become simply 
that I assume that an accident will occur and as a result 
I am thinking constantly about two things. First is how I 
will minimize the impact of an accident with each step and 
second is how I will deal with it in terms of quick first aid. 
Maybe it is the Eagle Scout in me to always “Be Prepared,” 
or more likely it is the sheer number of people I know that 
have had serious injuries. 

Fire extinguisher close by, first aid kit at the ready and 
easily accessible, quick power kill switches, phone close by and 
accessible. 

These are all basic and obvious but so often neglected. If 
you only adopt one of the Golden Rules I suggested here, 
this one is indeed the most important.

Hopefully as you read this, you are continuing to remain 
healthy and safe and are feeling optimism in the accelerating 
rollout and availability of vaccinations. And hopefully 
at least one of these shared Golden Rules improves your 
own workshop experience. I hope you find meaning and 
satisfaction in everything you do!

I’ll leave you with one of my favorite quotes that seems 
to summarize all of the points just made:

“The only way to do great work is to love what you 
do. If you haven’t found it yet, keep looking. Don’t settle.” 
Steve Jobs, Apple

If you allow me to add to his words, I offer 
this—“And love where you do it!” 
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An increasingly itchy and stuffy nose forced me to 
acknowledge that if I wanted to continue working 

with wood and power tools, I was going to have to improve 
my dust collection. Getting serious about dust was timely 
as I was moving into a new house and would be building 
a new shop.

Many woodworkers experience this due to years 
of half measures—noisy shop vacs that spew fine dust, 
uncomfortable masks and clouds of dust when stacked 
boards are taken off the shelf. While I don’t have allergies, 
I have become more sensitive to dust of any kind over the 
years. My allergist describes me as hypersensitive. A brief 
stint in the workshop would often irritate by nose and 
breathing passages. An all-day work session frequently 
resulted in a headache. Something needed to be done.

General purpose woodworking exposes us to ~10 ppm 
(parts per million) of wood dust except if you are a turner. 
The lathe produces three times more dust! In any case, 
these levels of dust far exceed the Occupational Health 
and Safety (OHS) standard of <1 ppm. The OHS standard 

for hardwood is not very useful because it does not say 
what size of particles this is for. Sweeping a lightly dusty 
floor will cause the level of airborne particles to exceed the 
OHS standard by a factor of ten. Smaller particles remain 
airborne for more than 30 minutes. More recent European 
standards now specify <0.1 ppm for particles <10µm.

The size of particles is directly linked to their potential 
for causing health problems. Small particles <10µm in 
diameter pose the greatest problems because they can get 
deep into your lungs and some may even get into your 
bloodstream. More than 30% of the particles generated by 
sanding, sawing and planning are <10µm.

How it Began
My dust collection journey started with a 6.5 peak HP 

Craftsman shop vacuum that sounded like a jet engine. It 
collected the bigger particles quite well but spewed the fine 
ones right back into the shop and didn’t move enough air 
to collect chips from the jointer and planer. I upgraded to a 
Laguna 1.5 HP unit that moved 1200 CFM of air through 

Dust Collection

by George Adams
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a 1.0 µm filter. The dust collection was much better for the 
larger tools, but its low velocity didn’t work well with a disc 
sander. The way I set up the Laguna also required constant 
connecting and disconnecting from one tool to the next. 

Along with the two machines I bought and used various 
dust masks to provide the added protection I felt I needed. 
Most weren’t comfortable and the powered units were too 
heavy to wear comfortably. Combined with ear protection, 
I would have been better off with a space suit.

Small Meetings to the Rescue!
As you know the Guild provides lots of opportunities 

to learn from experts. Steve Costain organized a Small 
Meeting on dust collection with Air Industries of New 
England, a New Boston, NH based company specializing 
in dust collection. As a bonus, the meeting was held in 
Owen Harris’ shop. Owen is a professional woodworker 
who many of you have heard speak at Guild events. At his 
shop we could see commercial dust collection equipment 
up close. Paul Beauchesne, the company owner and 
President, explained the mechanics of dust collection in 
a simple enough way I could understand. He illustrated 
his explanation by pointing to elements of Owen’s dust 
collection system.

Paul Beauchesne made several important points during 
his presentation:

• Machines with small 2˝–21/2˝ diameter dust ports need more 

suction (i.e. static pressure or water lift measured in inches 

of water) to carry dust and chips away.

• Machines with larger 4˝–6˝ diameter dust ports need more 

volume (i.e. measured in cubic feet per minute—CFM) to 

perform properly.

• Larger 6˝ to 8˝ main trunk lines offer less resistance.

• Right angles and the use of flexible hose adds resistance 

and robs air flow.

These points helped me understand why my orbital 
sander performed well with the shop vac but not dust 
collector and why the shop vac couldn’t keep up with 
the jointer. Even the dust collector’s performance was 
compromised because I was using flexible hose and had 
split the 6˝ port with a Y to connect two 4˝ diameter hoses.

Shop vacs and their more expensive cousins called “dust 
extractors” have their place in the shop. Connecting them 
to the 21/2˝ ported sander and miter saw makes good sense. 
As in most cases, you get what you pay for. My Craftsman 
jet engine only has ~65˝ of suction/water lift and a coarse 

filter cartridge that plugs easily. A Festool or Fein dust 
extractor will have ~100˝ of suction/water lift and one or 
two prefilters protecting the HEPA filter that collects those 
dangerous small particles from getting into your lungs. I 
know of woodworkers that rely exclusively on several dust 
extractors throughout their shop thus avoiding the need for 
complex and expensive duct work.

Moving Forward
My starting point was to select a dust collector from 

among the many brands and models on the market. I 
watched numerous videos from respected sources and 
compared technical specifications and prices from vendors. 
The Sales and Technical Service staff at all the vendors 
were very helpful in positioning their products. In the 
end I decided to build my system around an Oneida dust 
collector.

I chose the Oneida Dust Gorilla Pro Smart product 
because it had the ability to recognize and adjust to drawing 
dust and chips from small and large ported power tools. 

Laguna 1.5 HP 1.0 µm Dust Collector

Trend Airshield and 3M Half Mask Respirator
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Oneida first had me create a list of my equipment with 
motor specifications and dust port diameter along with a 
layout of my shop. They said this was crucial for sizing the 
collector and developing an effective duct layout.

To create the shop layout, I turned to a computer assisted 
drawing program—SketchUp. It’s a great tool because you 
can grab models of your actual tools from the SketchUp 
Warehouse and drop them into position. Their footprint 
allows you to move them around to find the best setup. I 
was fortunate to have some expert assistance from Michael 
O Moore. In addition to his skillful use of SketchUp, he 
helped me with clustering my tools to simplify both the 
electrical requirements and the dust collection duct work.

In the image below you will see that I have three clusters 
surrounding the table saw:

• The jointer and planer are to the upper left of the saw.

• The band saw and several sanders are to the upper right.

• The router table is to the lower right.

The dust collector is positioned to the lower left. I also 
planned for an additional future tool, perhaps a lathe, near 
the dust collector. I opted to leave the miter saw on a dust 
extractor/shop vacuum since it would require another trunk 
line to that area of the shop.

Oneida-Air and many of the other vendors, offer a 
design service for a modest fee. The fee is reimbursed if you 
purchase the duct work from them. I opted for this service 
to assure that I got the dust collection system right the first 
time.

Before ordering the design service and finalizing the 
selection of the horsepower of the dust collector, there was 
one more decision to make. What kind of duct work would 
I use? The choices include PVC pipe, Snap Lock, Spiral 
Pipe and Quick Clamp.

A cost benefit analysis led me to Quick Clamp because:
• Easy to assemble by a single person.

• Easy to reconfigure by unclamping and repositioning parts.

• No taping, crimping or screwing of joints.

• Least resistance due to the smooth interiors.

• Less risk of static buildup when properly grounded.

Oneida-Air’s engineers prepared the design. They 
recommended the 3HP unit. The plan included drawings 
of the ductwork, a parts list that included the piping, flex 
hose, reducers, adapters, clamps, hangers and other bits and 
pieces needed. And there was the price too! 

Oneida-Air® Dust Gorilla Pro SMART Boost 3HP Hepa 
Filter Dust Collector

My Shop Layout
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That’s Expensive
I have to admit to taking a big gulp at the price tag of 

my system! I set the plan aside and thought about it for a 
couple of weeks. In the end I decided to proceed because 
I wanted to continue to woodwork with power equipment 
and my health is important to me. If I was going to 
woodwork, I needed a reliable system that would protect 
me from the dust I knew I would be generating. I looked 
at this as an investment rather than an expense—and I was 
able to convince my wife too!

Let’s Do It
These drawings are extracted from the design. 

Drawing on the left shows the initial connection to the dust 
collector which sits on the floor. I have a nine-foot ceiling.

This shows the ductwork that runs from the dust 
collector along the ceiling to the tool clusters.

Above is the detailed drawing of one of five “drops” that bring the 
dust collection from the ceiling to the individual tools. 
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needs to be cleaned. These two accessories avoid my 
opening the barrel or blowing out the filter unnecessarily.

The System Performs Great
Dust and chips are well collected from all the machinery 

throughout the shop. I can have a couple of four inch blast 
gates open without a loss in performance. You can hear 
the dust collector motor change speeds as I open and close 
ports of different size. When using the dust collector on the 
21/2˝ ported drill press, I have to be careful not to suck the 
project parts up! The floor sweep is a nice feature to tidy up 
at the end of the day.

To provide some additional dust removal, I use a ceiling 
mounted Jet 1000 CFM Air Filtration System when I am 
doing a lot of work and I wear my personal respirator for 
some operations.

All in all, I am very pleased with the outcome. It’s great to 
have all the tools connected to the dust collector and ready 
to go. I can feel the benefit of the improved air quality. 

I had a few conversations with Oneida-Air Sales and 
Engineering to make some minor changes and then placed 
the purchase order. The dust collector and duct work were 
delivered by UPS Ground. The only box that I needed help 
with was the 3 HP motor assembly. That was heavy!

Instructions from Oneida-Air for the assembly of the 
dust collector were great. It took a leisurely day to assemble 
and position the dust collector in the shop. Lifting the 
motor assembly to the top of the dust collector is a chore—
you need help. I used a hand operated HVAC lift with 
500 lb. capacity. The lift allowed me to lift and position the 
motor safely by myself. 

Next, I set out all the duct work on the floor in the same 
way as the design. Visualizing the duct work on the floor 
brought the plan into focus. It also allowed me to make a 
few minor changes on the floor rather than on a step ladder.

I started with the vertical assembly that connected 
the dust collector to the horizontal run along the ceiling. 
I then moved on to the horizontal runs along the ceiling. 
Two people would have made the work much easier but 
working by myself was manageable. I relied on the HVAC 
lift again to raise the 60˝ lengths of duct and hold them in 
approximate position while I snapped on the clamp and 
secured it to the ceiling hanger. The Quick Clamp style 
duct work is secure enough to hold a 60˝ length of duct 
even without the hanger.

As planned, I would have to cut a few pieces of 60˝ pipe 
to shorter lengths to assemble the duct work to the plan. I 
was concerned about this step, but it was easy. There are 
several YouTube videos on how to do this with a jigsaw. I 
completed the assembly of the all the duct work over the 
course of a few days.

I made connections to the machinery using reducers, 
machine adapters, conductive flex hose and aluminum duct 
tape. I was careful to ground the wire within the flex hose to 
the ductwork and the machines. In some cases where I used 
plastic hose adapters, I used jumper wires. I was careful 
with this after discussing the “shocking” experience Mike 
Cyros had. You know Mike, he’s done those great demos of 
paterae and shared his Newburyport shop in a virtual tour. 
He told me of having been badly shocked when the static 
built up on his planer before he made sure it was properly 
connected and grounded to the duct work.

I  with an indicator light that would flash when the 
35-gallon waste barrel is full plus a pressure gauge that 
would let me know when the filter is getting loaded and 

Lifting Motor Assembly with Vermette 
Machine Company 520A Lift

Positioning Duct Work w/ HVAC Lift

Tool Cluster Connections

Jet® 1000 CFM Air Filtration System
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The miter jack vise is a workbench accessory that has 
fallen out of common use. It is essentially a portable 

vise that holds material at 90, 45, and 221/2 degrees and 
angles in between. They were only available as antiques 
until 2015. Most of the old ones have been abused and 
need work to re-establish their flatness and the accuracy 
of the angles. In 2015, Benchcrafted came out with a set 
of hardware and a series of videos on their blog showing 
how to build your own. Red Rose Reproductions sells plans 
based on the Benchcrafted copy of a French miter jack. 
They also make short production runs of miter jacks which 
sell out pretty quickly when they are announced.

The basic idea is to use the vise surfaces to guide a plane 
or chisel to trim the end of your work. A shooting board 
will do that but only to the limit of the width of your plane 
iron—about two inches. A miter jack can hold much larger 
stock. What the miter jack excels at is something a shooting 
board can’t do and that is to trim shoulders accurately.

The tricky part about using a miter jack is to allow 
the vise faces to guide the plane without digging into the 
faces and ruining the accuracy. Very light shavings should 
be taken when approaching the surface while frequently 

running your fingertip across the workpiece to see if it is 
flush with the vise faces. 

I use two planes when using it. I set a jack plane for 
an aggressive cut and then a block plane taking gossamer 
shavings to creep on the final surface. I make the final cuts 
with a slick. A trick that makes for cleaner shavings is to 
wipe the end grain with alcohol. I have seen one source 
recommend gluing poster board down as a sacrificial 
surface. That seems to be more trouble than it is worth and 
encouraging sloppy work. 

Miter Jack Vise

by Joe Barry

Pictured are a Red Rose miter jack and one I picked up on line. 
The antique one was missing the fancy clamping attachment 
which doesn’t limit its’ use. 

See my last article on holdfasts in the Journal (Spring 2020 issue) 
to see how it can be secured to the bench without the clamping 
block.

Mounted at 90 degrees. Note that the base plate is vertical.
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The Miter Jack is a fixture that is a combination of a vise and 

shooting board, and is used to precisely trim work pieces 

to 90, 45 and 22.5 degrees. The work piece is clamped in the vise 

jaws and the large jaws become the reference surfaces for either 

a plane or chisel. The miter jack can be mounted with either 

side facing up; one side for square cuts and the other for miter 

cuts. The large mounting bracket will accept a holdfast in both 

positions, and when cutting miters, also needs to be pinched 

between bench dogs of a workbench. The advantage of the miter 

jack when shooting is that a conventional plane can be used in 

the normal fashion. This makes it easier to plane and to monitor 

progress. It is also easy to tweak angles by shifting the work piece 

in the jaws. It will stay put regardless of whether it is sitting flat 

on the ramps. Planing can also be preformed in any direction, a 

big plus if working with molding to avoid grain blow out.

There is an auxiliary jaw for doing 22.5 degree miters that is 

engaged with a hook when the jaws are closed. This auxiliary jaw 

then opens with the main jaw, creating the 22.5 degree angle 

between the jaw and top face. 

The miter jack 

demands an advanced 

technique to use to avoid damaging the jaws, and losing its 

built in accuracy. Tools must be sharp and cuts taken light and 

controlled. When using a plane, progress needs to be closely 

monitored to avoid cutting into the jaws. Using the plane held on 

a sharp skew will help ensure the plane doesn’t dig in on either 

side. The user should stop planing when the work piece is still 

slightly proud of the jaws by a shaving or so. Another technique 

that is safer is to use a wide, long chisel and pare flush to the jaws 

after getting close with a plane. By keeping the chisel flat against 

the jaws, there is little risk of cutting into them.

Tenon shoulders can be accurately pared all around in one set 

up using a chisel. Even angled tenons can be done this way. In 

short, the miter jack is a very accurate tool that will enhance the 

work of most any hand tool user.

Red Rose Reproductions (redrosereproductions.com)

B/W images from benchcrafted.com
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Slicks, paring or bent chisels work best.

When trimming tenon shoulders the miter jack excels. However, 
some chisels will not maintain a flat reference due to their 

handles.

The miter saw is an accessory that can be used with the miter 
jack. It can be used to cut pieces to length or to ensure that 
all four shoulders of a tenon are cut in the same plane. (Photo 
courtesy of Red Rose Reproductions)

221/2 degree jaw in use.

Flipped over. Mounting bracket for 90 degrees. Note the hook 
that can be released to allow the 221/2 degree jaw to move into 

position for use.

Mounted at 45 degrees. It is flipped from the 90 degree position 
to place the base plate at 45 degrees.

Mounting bracket for 45 degrees. A hold fast goes in the notch 
and the block can also be pinched between bench dogs.
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When the December, 2020 issue of American 
Woodturner arrived, I was taken by the cover 

picture of a set of nested bowls made from “scrap.” I headed 
straight to the shop, gathered a few boards that had been 
collecting dust for decades and made a set. It was splendid 
fun and I was pleased with the results. I then looked up 
the author of the article and discovered it was Robin 
Dustin whom I’d never actually met but who, I discovered, 
is a member of our own Granite State Woodturners 
(Photo 1—Nested Bowls).

My next stop was Highland Hardwoods to buy some 
boards suitable for another couple of sets. Nothing in 
their shorts stack worked out. It was too cold and I was 
too unprepared to start searching the full priced stacks. I 
did however acquire a foot-square 16/4 block of kiln-dried 
sapele that showed promise. Returning home, I looked it 
over carefully trying to decide its best and highest purpose. 
I recalled a piece I made for my daughter a year or so 
ago consisting of a small round bowl for cheese spread 
surrounded by a square platter for crackers. It was made 
from 8/4 mahogany and turns out was better suited to 
vegetables and dip than crackers (Photo 2—Square Bowl 
in a Bowl). Now, with this much thicker piece of sapele, I 
decided to try again with a focus on chips and dip. On the 

lathe it went yielding a very different result, the second in 
an evolving theme (Photo 3—Sapele Bowl in a Bowl).

I think of this theme—bowl-in-a-bowl as “mine.” Not 
because I’m sure I’m the first to make one but only because 
I have never previously seen one like it. Therefore, I can 
declare that I am not copying from someone else. That said, 
I am confident it would not take long to find hundreds 
of examples done by others. Our craft is so diverse and 
widespread that it seems impossible to come up with 
anything that is completely original.

Bowl-In-A-Bowl
My Evolving

by Rick Manganello

1
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As I turned this sapele, I encountered and coped with 
some checks and faults. Kind of annoying in an expensive 
piece of store-bought wood. The necessary turning 
techniques were straight forward, although getting a clean 
cut around the outer base of the inner bowl was challenging. 
The area is deep and it was difficult to position the tool rest 
optimally. I suppose I should have used a hollowing tool 
with the lathe running in reverse. Maybe next time. 

It occurred to me that this design could also be done 
using Robin’s glue up technique. Multiple wood colors 
would make the piece pop and some care in glue up would 
help work around end checks and flaws. Besides, I was still 
enthralled by the stacked bowl set. In the case of the bowl 
in a bowl design, multiple bowls would not be possible and 
more wood would be spread around the shop floor. Worth 
a try however, so off to Highland. This resulted in a large 
and interesting bowl for Chips and Dip (Photo 4—Mixed 
Wood Bowl in a Bowl).

I had a large ash blank that had dried enough to turn. 
No hostess wants to refill the serving plates too often, so 
I thought I’d go for size. The result was a bowl so large 
that two jumbo bags of chips were not enough to fill it 
(Photo 5—Large Ash Bowl).

One idea leads to another and I thought something for 
a Guacamole Mountain would be interesting. Instead of a 
dip cup in the center, it would need a larger, flatter platform 
to hold the multilayer dip and a lower surrounding bowl 
for nacho chips. I had an almost large enough dried blank 
of spalted maple, so I gave it a try (Photo 6—Guacamole 
Mountain Bowl in a Bowl). This variant posed some 
challenges in tooling so I acquired and used a tool rest that 
could fit between the two bowls within a bowl.

Another variation was required for crackers and cheese. I 
sized the outer ring to be 
the width of a Triscuit and 
turned the sides vertical 
to support this square 
cracker. The dimension 
was also suitable for a 
Ritz Cracker, so I tooled 
the base of the ring into 
a rounded profile. The 
center bowl was designed 
to hold a trivet which 
could support a block 
of cheese and a cutting 

knife. For flexibility, I turned a hollowed bowl underneath 
the trivet so that a cheese spread could be used when desired 
(Photo 7—Cheese and Cracker Bowl in a Bowl).

I am currently considering some further design 
excursions. For example, the inner bowl does not necessarily 
have to be captive. It could be made from the same block 
of wood so that the grain of the two bowls would match, 
but after coring out the inner blank. The two pieces could 
be turned separately, leaving a turned opening in the large 
bowl in which the smaller bowl could be inserted, a bit like 
a box and lid. Another variant would then also be possible 
with the inner bowl not being concentric. Using an offset 
axis, the receiver in the large bowl could be off center but 
with care, grain alignment between the cored pieces could 
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still be retained. A challenge to be overcome would be to 
have sufficient height to the rim of the inner bowl. One 
would certainly not like chips falling into the dip.

Design Considerations—In turning the initial bowl 
in a bowl, I had to establish some design considerations 
to assure both the esthetics but more importantly the 
functionality of the piece. The purpose of the piece is to 
serve chips and dip or other combinations, together. 

It needed to be big enough to hold a respectable amount 
of chips and the inner bowl needed to hold sufficient dip 
for chips. This first attempt was constrained by the size of 
the block of wood, yet it luckily turned out to be sufficient 
for veggies, not crackers as originally conceived.

The rim of the inner bowl needed to be at least as high 
as the outer rim so that the chips would be less likely to fall 
into it. It could be made even higher by gluing another piece 
of wood to the top of the blank before turning—another 
excursion in design evolution.

The chuck attachment needed to be made in a way that 
it did not reduce the height of the finished piece yet would 
provide sufficient security even without tail stock support. 
The solution was a dovetail tenon recessed into the blank 
such that the finished bowl base was flush with the bottom 
of the tenon. The diameter of the tenon had to be such that 
the recess did not interfere with the inside cavities. For final 
finish, the tenon would be rounded convex to match the 
inner bowl’s bottom (Photo 8—Recessed Tenon Design).

The outer bowl would be turned half round on the 
bottom thus creating a pleasing bowl appearance. Its 
upper half would be straight sides to maximize the volume 

available for chips. It could also be done with a Peter Child 
shape. It could have a full recurve at the top but only with 
a significantly larger outer diameter.

The outer bowl’s inner rim would be undercut slightly to 
facilitate picking up the loaded bowl with one hand.

The diameter ratio of the inner and outer bowls would 
be 3 to 1 for esthetics, or possibly even the golden ratio 
which is only slightly different. To maintain this esthetic 
ratio and still have sufficient dip volume, the inner bowl 
would have to be wider at its center than at its rim. Likewise, 
to maintain chip volume, the inner bowl would have to 
neck down at its base to allow chip volume below it. This 
added turning complexity but also a pleasing design effect.

The result of all of this is certainly less than “a body of 
work,” but it’s a good start on one. In the course of writing 
this article I turned all but the first piece and had a lot 
of fun. Now it’s time to move on to some more advanced 
excursions. 
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Sanborn Mills Farm is a work in progress. The project 
hasn’t stopped shifting shape since it began with 

a purchase and sales agreement in 1996. But after over 
25 years of work, certain principles and goals have emerged. 
We want to make things using our hands that are useful 
and beautiful and we want to strengthen and pass on the 
skills required.

The farm had belonged to the Sanborn family of 
Loudon for over 220 years and was in a combined state of 
decrepitude and benign neglect that cried out for someone 
to save it before it fell apart and to bring it back to life. 

Naively I thought I might be the one to rescue it 
from the ravages of impending entropy. Luckily for me 
my wife agreed that the possibilities for restoration were 
both worthwhile and boundless. So we closed on the 
property—11 buildings on 340 acres. The only roof that 
didn’t leak was that of the main farmhouse. In the early 
days of exploring the farm, the harsh reality of what it takes 
to repair and maintain 19th century wooden buildings 
and water-powered machines was a lesson quickly learned. 
Several months into the first winter after we had moved 
to the farm I was on the verge of throwing in the towel. I 

by Colin Cabot
Sanbornmills.org

Sanborn 
Mills Farm

a work in progress

didn’t know what to do next or how to prioritize the tasks 
that needed tackling.

Then one by one, people began to show up to offer their 
services—an artisan blacksmith, a master timber framer, a 
former millwright and others. They all had heard of the 
farm and agreed that it was a piece of the community that 
merited their attention. We talked at length, scratched 
our heads and eventually started re-shingling roofs using 
hammers and cut nails from Tremont on eastern white 
cedar shingles and stacking cribbing under buildings that 
needed leveling. 

Over the first twenty years of our stewardship real 
progress has been made in bringing back the grist mill and 
sawmill so that they again are useful in the daily life of 
the farm. It is now quite different from what we originally 
thought it might be. Part of the reason things have changed 
has been highlighted by the experience of the current 
pandemic and how it has called into question the way our 
food system works (or hasn’t worked).

People need three things to survive—food, clothing and 
shelter. I grew up in New York City where everything you 
needed to eat came from a grocery store, where clothing was 
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sold in a department store and where shelter was provided 
by a contract with a landlord or a real estate agent. 

When my wife and I ended up considering becoming 
back-to-the-landers, we began to grow our own food. But 
we didn’t think to spin the wool from the sheep we grew 
for meat to make our own blankets or clothing (although 
we did send the fleeces off to be made into throw rugs). 
And as for shelter, we worked alongside our employees and 
contractors to develop an infrastructure for a craft school 
because it was clear that the farm needed a vocation to 
survive. We thought that it would be interesting to keep 
alive the skills that were needed in the early 19th century to 
survive in rural New Hampshire.

As we rebuilt the dams for the mill ponds we marveled 
that they were originally built without the help of hydraulic 
power or internal combustion engines. The energy, time 
and skill devoted to creating the place originally was 
daunting. But as the years passed our team of workers made 
real progress in repairing what was worn out and replacing 
things that had gone missing. 

Now that the mills are back in working order we have 
the capability of sawing everything from strapping to long 
timbers for our buildings and grinding our corn, wheat, oats, 
rye and buckwheat to make flour for human consumption, 
feed for animals and most recently “water-powered, stone 
ground mash” for our local neighborhood distillery. 
Although the mills cannot run when we are short of water 
in the winter when it is frozen, when we are able to use 
them we incur no fuel costs involving petrochemicals or 
the modern electrical grid. And our tendency towards 
self-sufficiency includes doing as much of our farming and 
forestry as we can with draft animal power as possible. 

We do have tractors and haven’t found an 19th century 
replacement for a modern chain saw. So we do not brag 
about independence from oil. But our quality of life is 
different when the sounds of work being done involve the 
rush of water through the mills and the sound of horses 
and oxen in harness as they do their daily chores. Today this 
hankering after old-fashioned independence has expanded 
to a commitment to source as many things as possible that 
we need from the farm itself. 

When it came time to equip our new dining hall we 
decided to make all the chairs and table ourselves. This 
work has allowed us to avoid winter furloughs for our 
carpenters—especially important during the pandemic. 
The tables are built to the specifications of a Shaker design 

26 Spring 2021—Issue No. 30



copied from nearby Canterbury Shaker Village. The chairs 
are a slightly enlarged version of a folding chair found in a 
woodshop on Long Island. 

Challenges
We also like to take on challenges. I asked the carpenters 

to build a freestanding spiral staircase without any external 
support and completely out of wood. The inner and outer 
stringers consist of kerfed 1x8 white pine boards clamped 
to a form (two cylinders of vertical 2x6s that were later 
removed) and then filled the kerfs with wedges slightly 
wider than the kerfs. 

We did use commercially available wood glue. Each 
stringer is five of these kerfed and wedged boards laminated 
together. To give the staircase rigidity, each riser connects 
with the entire height of each stringer and is held in place 
by oak pegs—this technique is called “long risers.” The 
exposed face of the stringers is covered by a white pine 
veneer. 

A couple of years ago the emerald ash borer began 
encroaching on our property. Before the trees were damaged 
we harvested as much ash as we could. Some of our dining 
hall tables and all of the chairs as well as the staircase risers 
and the balusters are made from the salvaged wood. We 
tried to use our own cherry for the railing, but it checked 
terribly while in our solar powered kiln. We’ll have to try 
again (they have now switched to mahogany–editor). 

We have a mantra at the farm—“Stump to Stick”, 
which leads to “Sheep to Shawl” and “Seed to Shirt”—the 
idea being that we can grow the material we need for our 
workshops and that we can do it sustainably and with a 
minimal carbon footprint. To that end we have planted 
about 100 willows (7 different varieties) which are harvested 
every March by a technique called coppicing which cuts last 
year’s growth off at the ground. This is stored for future 
use in basket making and wattle building. We also have 
experimented with flax for making linen—not an easy or 
quick process. 

We are currently reassembling the frame of the Loudon 
Grange which stood in Loudon Village since the early 
1800s and was dismantled when the town wanted to build 
new offices. The building began life as a Methodist meeting 
house, later became the Loudon Academy and eventually 
morphed into the Loudon Grange. Its last use was as the 
American Legion hall. Many locals are looking forward to 
seeing the old bingo machine take its rightful place in the 

Grange. However, in keeping with our desire to honor the 
past we plan to build all the windows (25 over 20) using 
only handtools and to use the walls and ceiling as a way to 
keep the art of horse hair plaster alive. 

We have also planted a dye garden where we can 
harvest large quantities of such things as Indigo, Coreopsis, 
Marigold, Woad, Weld 
and Madder. This will 
be the foundation of our 
natural fiber program 
which will be located in 
the Grange basement.

New Projects
We are always on the lookout for projects. There are 

three which may take a while because of their complexity. 
First, when the Grange was being dismantled evidence 

showed that the building once had a steeple. So we plan to 
build one which will have a four sided clock, a bell and a 
weathervane atop a spire. 

Second, when the Grange was in Loudon Village there 
was a small stage at the end where the pulpit once stood. 
We are planning to build a re-creation of 18th century stage 
equipment in a new extension to the Grange which will give 
participants a chance to work with wooden shipbuilding 
techniques involving ropes, capstans and pulleys to activate 
theatrical elements as if by magic.

Third, if you continue on past Sanborn Mills Farm you 
end up at what we call the Merrill Farm which is where 
most of our farming (vegetables and grains, especially) is 
currently taking place. Behind the 1840s farmhouse is 
a rare example of first settlement construction called a 

“three room house.” We put a tin roof on it years ago and 
much of it will need replacement timbers. But the original 
paneling is still inside as are many original windows and 
doors. We hope that it can be a “pure” restoration project 
using only handtools and animal power to renovate it. It 
will have no electricity and if it has water it will be because 
we will have hand dug a well for it.

We don’t know when these projects will be scheduled, 
but we are looking forward to the day when we can put 
our modern power tools and chainsaws in storage and build 
beautiful things using only hand tools and ingenuity. We 
look forward to working with the Guild in the near future 
to make some of these things happen. 
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I have long been attracted to the elegant designs, playing 
comfort and unfettered tone of vintage guitars. I have 

been a luthier going on twenty years, specializing in custom 
contemporary acoustic guitars. For my newest model I 
desired to expand my offerings to include a more traditional 
style guitar. I’ve named this model the Woodsman 00.

There are several manufacturers and small shop builders 
successfully offering “relic” guitars. I wanted the vintage 
style but I am not comfortable beating up a guitar. I was 
hoping to achieve the look in a more authentic way. To 
achieve this, I concentrated on three areas of traditional 
building—design, materials and processes.

Design
I chose a popular 00 sized model that represents vintage 

guitars well. I went with the more austere overall look, 
including a plain square headstock, sparse use of purfling, 
a pyramid style bridge and a stag head tuner head inlay 
similar to what you might see on the back window of some 
old hunter’s pick-up. In the tradition of older guitars the 
Woodsman is a very lightweight instrument falling into the 
sub 4 lb. range.

Materials
One of the best things about vintage guitars is that wood 

gets better with age. It becomes more stable, is less affected 
by changes in temperature and humidity and best of all, 
becomes more resonant as it stiffens up and loses weight. 

Some of the modern ways that woods are processed 
are often not the best ways to show off the wood’s natural 
beauty. For instance I like to use Eastern Black Walnut for 
the guitar back and sides. Today walnut is steam processed 
to darken the much lighter colored sapwood which helps 
the mills squeeze out more cubic feet of wood for sale 
to large commercial customers. The problem is that the 

Vintage Vintage 
Style GuitarStyle Guitar

Building a

steaming process dulls the wood and reduces the natural 
variations of colors. You get a much more vintage looking 
guitar from walnut that was air dried or processed like it 
was in the 1800s. For these reasons the tonewoods I chose 
for the Woodsman are from trees that came down over 
100 years ago.

The old growth redwood soundboard was made from 
a support beam originally in an 1800s train tunnel on the 
Southern Pacific Shasta Train route—Photos 1-2.

The guitar back and sides are Eastern Black Walnut 
salvaged from a mill building in Worcester, MA. originally 
built over a century ago.

The fretboard, bridge, and trim come from an oak tree 
that fell in a bog in England 5,000 years ago—Photo 3.

The guitar neck and some of the internal parts come 
from a Honduran Mahogany log that slipped from a British 
logging barge and sank to the bottom of a river in Belize 
250 years ago.

by Mark Hatcher
hatcherguitars.com
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Processes
I’ve enjoyed researching and learning a number of 

traditional woodworking techniques and have been 
rewarded by discovering many advantages these older 
methods offer that were lost with newer faster technologies. 
A good example, a wood surface finished with a hand 
smoothing plane shows much more shine, grain and 
chatoyance than one finished with sandpaper. Glue joints 
on a planed surface are stronger and last longer so important 
things like the tone braces will stick better and the bridge is 
less likely to come flying off —Photo 4.

So it’s…
• Planes instead of planers, scrapers instead of sandpaper 

and a froe to split out the braces instead of a powered saw. 

Photos 5-6

• The headstock is joined using a much stronger traditional 

hand fitted bird’s mouth joint. Photos 7-8

• For the finish the Woodsman is sealed with the outer white 

albumen layer of egg. Photo 9

• It is then French polished using unbleached shellac 

dissolved in grain alcohol.

I still love the look of modern acoustic guitars. I enjoy 
exploring many of the gorgeous alternative tonewoods with 
wild grains and colors and the themes I can work into my 
commissioned guitars, but with the Woodsman model I’ve 
learned more about the art of the guitar as opposed to the 
art on a guitar. I believe I’ve gained some authenticity in 
this model by following the older processes and selecting 
wonderful aged woods that come with history and some 
great stories. By doing so, I’ve been able to capture many 
of the advantages of old-style vintage guitars that may have 
been sacrificed with modern building practices.

Whether you are building a guitar or any vintage style 
woodworking project I believe this kind of approach will 
allow you to comfortably say, “If it looks old, it’s because 
it is old.” 
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Curly maple finish check under the lights

In 2014 I designed and made a chest of drawers for the 
Currier Museum of Art. It was a lengthy, satisfying 

project in many respects and I was honored to have my 
work recognized in this way. At the outset and after a period 
of exploring design possibilities, we settled on a willowy 
chest of drawers made from curly sugar maple. 

One thing that was resonating with me as we honed in 
on the final design was its size. I wanted the scale of it to 
be friendly and relatable to people and not too overbearing. 
I felt if a person could approach it and feel some kinship 

to the form that would make for an 
enjoyable experience. 

The design inspiration or story 
behind the form of the piece is not that 
elaborate. In this case, all it took was a 
glimpse of a figure looking pensively at 
a painting on the opposite side of the 
room in an art gallery. I thought the 
figure and stance was more interesting 
than the painting. That moment 
provided me with an abundance 
of possibility for appreciating form. 
While the design idea that sparked the 
piece was quick, the making involved 
extensive planning with a long list of 
processes, techniques and great wood to 
get it completed.

Recently I had the opportunity to 
revisit this piece with a request for a small 
cabinet that was to go with a desk I was 
working on. As discussions  developed 
we found that the form of the original 
curly maple chest held strong appeal 
and wouldn’t it be interesting to try it 
in a compressed scale? 

The aspect of scale, not only of the whole but of the parts 
within the whole can carry a lot of weight in how a piece of 
furniture will feel and whether it will “sing.” That’s a hard 
one to describe or teach but it’s something we have to pay 
attention to when we make things. A friend after seeing the 
chest at the Currier Museum commented, “She’s elegant 
and gracious—a mature dancer with a little attitude.” That 
sounded good to me and was pretty much what I had in 
mind when I designed and made the piece. Now I had a 
chance to scale it down and make a playful “Little Sister.”

“Little Sister”

by Ted Blachly
tedblachly.com

Curly Maple Chest, 
2014. Currier 
Museum of Art,  
Ed and Mary 
Scheier Fund
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The drawer making  itself is a 
long involved process with multiple 
angled joinery and shaped curves 
everywhere. I don’t recommend  it 
for anyone  in business for it’s not 
efficient, but I think it’s worth the 
time. As of this writing I’m a day 
away from putting the first coat of 
finish on…aah! 

As Ken Parker, innovative guitar 
maker once said, “It’s all so simple…
just ten or twenty thousand little 
operations and we’re ready to go.” 

Yes there is the practical side of design but there is also 
the aesthetic. This may sound basic but when you make 
something, add a detail, do a carving, make a wood choice 
or whatever, you are controlling the viewer’s eye—there is 
opportunity and responsibility in this that you can take or 
leave.

Ok enough of the philosophical, now for some “brass 
tacks.” The original chest was 543/4˝h x 32˝w and “Little 
Sister” is 42˝h x 24˝w.  Having the good plans and 
experience from the first chest was helpful and most of the 
processes were the same.  The design of the second piece 
was different enough from first so I wasn’t able to use any 
mathematical  formula to just scale it down. I wouldn’t 
know how to do that anyway. It’s all done by eye with the 
help of full scale drawing techniques and templates. I was 
able to do the shaping of the curves in solid wood this time 
whereas the larger piece required a lot of bent lamination 
for the drawer fronts and sides so that some time was saved 
there. I love all the details of making and the search for the 
best ways of joining wood for strength. “Little Sister,” almost done! 2021

Curly maple finish check under the lights Homemade soapstone spline 
weights for drawing curves full scale

The full scale drawing generates 
patterns and ultimately the parts

Joining the top to the case with my 
trusty Wetzler clamps

Drawers with angle sides for the chest
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When little Bianca came to live with us I spent as 
much time with her as I could. I set aside the larger 

projects and worked on some wood block carving instead. 
As her personality emerged, young and full of life, I decided 
to print her name in a beautiful William Morris font called 

“Cloister,” a classic Roman font with a floral vine motif. 
I used cherry except for the letter “B” which was maple. 

The wood varied in length and width but was all about 3/4˝ 
thick and planed very smooth. To transfer the letters to the 
wood, I first printed them in reverse on Strathmore vellum 
and glued them to the surface of the block. This type of 
translucent vellum is strong enough to resist wrinkling and 
tearing and works well in a printer. 

Gluing the pattern directly to the wood eliminates the 
intermediate step of tracing or drawing the design onto the 
wood. It saves time and is more accurate. I used an Elmer’s 
stick school glue (which has very low moisture) to glue the 
pattern to the blocks. This type of glue is convenient and 
minimizes wrinkling. However it generates more waste 
because it comes in small plastic tubes.

Wood 
Block Printing by Anne DeMaria

Exploring
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I printed each letter as it was completed to check for 

high spots and other errors. In these pictures, the blocks 

are brushed with Holbein paste pigment and printed on 

lightweight “washi” or Japanese paper. Each letter measures 

4˝x4˝. I was just starting to use Japanese woodblock carving 

tools and each letter took several days to complete.

The letter “C” still needs a bit 

of work to open up the vine 

details which can be seen 

in the denser quality of the 

printed letter.

I upgraded to a better set of Japanese carving tools in the 

fall of 2020. The knife is called “hangi-toh” and is traditionally 

held in the fist, drawing the tip of the blade through the 

wood towards the carver with the other hand guiding the 

blade. I haven’t mastered this technique, but even when held 

in a pencil grip, it offers great accuracy and versatility.

To cut the fine lines this single-beveled knife is ideal. By 

making intersecting vee shaped cuts a clean sliver of wood 

comes free and there is no undercutting. The depth of 

carving is only 1-2 mm for the small details. For larger cleared 

areas the carving is deeper at 3-4 mm.

Supplies
• Cherry wood blocks—Goosebay Lumber

• Japanese “washi” paper—McClains Printmaking 
Supplies, Washi Arts, Talas, Hiromi Paper

• Japanese woodblock carving tools—McClains 
Printmaking Supplies, Washi Arts

• Holbein Pigments—McClains Printmaking Supplies

• Schmincke Aqua Lino Inks—Jackson’s Art Supplies

• Boar bristle brushes—Sublime Climbing

• Glass barens—Iron Frog Press

• Strathmore vellum pads and Elmers stick school 
glue—Staples
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I recently bought a specialty Japanese carving tool called a 

circle knife.  The blade is shaped like a tiny fingernail which is 

ideal to cut clean, small curves such as these vine details.

As the pattern is carved it tends to peel away. While working 

the pattern tends to lift and loosen in places but a swipe 

of glue, or simply re-moistening of the wood is all that is 

required to secure the pattern back into place. I keep the 

pattern adhered to the wood for as long as possible, only 

removing it by rinsing the block in water when I am confident 

that I’ve accurately duplicated the details.

Another nice addition was the Japanese bullnose chisel. I am 

not aware of a Western equivalent to this flat chisel with its 

rounded front edge, although it would not be hard to make by 

modifying a western chisel.  The bullnose chisel can be bought 

in sizes from 2 mm to 30 mm. It is ideal for clearing the open 

spaces traced by the hangi-toh knife.

Brushing is essential to loosen chips and wood fibers. These 

are natural bristle brushes made by Sublime Climbing. They 

are exceptionally well made with soft but densely packed 

bristles. Most brushes will clean chips but these brushes also 

burnish the wood. I found that vigorous brushing greatly 

improved the print quality.

In this case, there were some 

chips starting to break where 

the curved lines crossed the 

wood grain at right angles. To 

protect the carved surface 

I coated the finished letter 

in diluted wood glue. It also 

made the wood surface 

rougher so I touched it up with 

some fine sandpaper.

Here is the “GNHW” block. The letter H has been 

carved and I have rolled some black ink over 

the surface to check the carving.  The carving 

isn’t as clean as “BIANCA” because I was starting 

to have more pain in my hands. However much 

of the rough background will not show on the 

finished print.



35Guild of  New Hampshire Woodworkers

Once the four letters were done, it was time to print. For this 

print I used Schmincke Aqua Lino inks in Vermillion and Black. 

This is fairly heavy ink so I have rolled it out on a plate of glass 

with a Speedball nitrile rubber roller. A hand tool called a 

baren is used to transfer the ink to the paper. These are glass 

barens made by Iron Frog Press.  They are especially well 

suited to wood blocks with a lot of detail. 

I printed a variety of paper styles and weights with this block. 

My favorite is a very light weight, wood grain patterned 

Japanese paper called Itame. The printed pattern is subtle and 

doesn’t compete with the details of the letters.

This cherry block was planed smooth and thus the wood grain 

did not show in the finished print. What if the wood grain on 

the block is very noticeable? For the William Morris letters that 

would have been distracting and made the final print look 

rough. But for other images the wood grain of the block can 

contribute to the final image.

 This block is a bow detail from the Oseberg Viking ship in 

Oslo. The fine details are only at the very top and sides of the 

figure with the remainder of the planed wood surface a series 

of plank lines. The wood grain in the resulting print suits this 

ancient wooden ship.

Cherry is ideal for carving fine details.  I carved a close up of 

the Oseberg ship’s bow carvings on the reverse side of the 

block.  It can also be used to emboss the paper.
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I also like the visible wood grain in these prints 

of Native American figures from the Pacific 

Northwest. These animal figures are masks from 

the Kwakwaka’wakw tribal tradition. They were 

made in the 1940s and 1950s by a master carver 

with the wonderful name of Willie Seaweed. 

The original masks are beautifully finished in 

red, green, black and white. They have none of 

the weathered feeling of my versions. Still I like 

the strength of the wood grain coming through 

the images in these prints.

Wood grain adds interest 

to these figures of a loon 

and a hummingbird 

from the Tlinglit. Both 

the cherry block and the 

print show areas where I 

haven’t removed enough 

background and more 

clearing needs to be done.

This block of a Celtic animal motif is one of my favorites 

although it gave me fits when I was carving it. There is a small 

knot in the wood which I’ve left in place to give an earthy and 

organic feel to this ancient image.

 I only use non-toxic water based inks. Note the paw print 

in the upper left of the picture on the right. When printing 

wood blocks, it can be helpful to use a thin piece of wool felt 

between the paper and the glass baren.
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Heavier paper must be dampened before printing or the inks will not fully transfer. 

This example is a17th century iron key. I’ve used the same process of printing the 

pattern on vellum, gluing it to the wood block, carving through the pattern and then 

checking the carving with a test print.

This was a very good block 

and I did a series of prints on 

heavier paper with colored inks. 

A photographic record of the 

paper type is helpful to duplicate 

results in the future.

This block of a Chilkat blanket is the second I’ve done of 

this image. It still needs work and I will soon be starting 

a third version. To check this block, I’ve masked off 

the surrounding uncarved surface with masking tape 

before rolling on the ink. I also used a lighter weight 

Japanese paper called Gampi in a 20 gsm weight. 

Heavier weight paper makes a better quality final print 

but it requires preparation by dampening well before it 

is printed. The lighter paper also makes the ink transfer 

visible.

These prints lend themselves to layering. In this 

example, a black print of a Chilkat blanket is 

overprinted with the loon figure in red.

Now of course I’m waiting for Bianca to give me 

more drawings to carve and print. 



You get one advantage with a new plane—high quality 
alloy steel such as A2 and PMV11, touted for their ability 
to stay sharp longer. Being tough, they also take a bit more 
to sharpen. Simple high carbon steel (O1, W1) is still 
my favorite for its ability to sharpen quickly and take the 
keenest edge. Read the sidebar for insights into sharpening 
your blades so they work their best. 

Tuning
On the #4 and #7 

(and all the other so called 
“bench” planes) there is a 
cap iron that clamps to 
the blade mostly to stiffen 
it. When lightly held 
together and you look 
between them, the two should meet completely with no 
gaps however tiny that will clog with shavings. Any issues 
are with the cap iron if you have honed the back of the 
blade flat. Lay it on a medium stone, curved side up and 
hone it lightly. The surface that mates with the blade should 
have a consistent polish. I also polish the curved leading 
edge with a stone or fine wet/dry paper so the shavings 
have a smooth ride up and out. The leading edge should 
be chisel-like. 

Some planes don’t have a cap iron and they work fine. 
A cap can improve the cut if set quite close to the cutting 
edge (1/32˝ back) on the theory that it acts like a higher angle 
plane. The plane can also clog more easily since there is now 
less space in the throat. Every plane has a personality and 
you might have to experiment, so don’t be afraid of pulling 
the cap back 1-2 mm.

In my shop hand tools and machines work in tandem. 
Machines do the bulk of the heavy lifting and hand 

planes (mostly) do the refining—jointing edges before 
gluing boards into tabletops, for shaping, for fitting joints, 
and most often for smoothing and flattening surfaces. They 
are more efficient than machines for some tasks, they are 
accurate, safe and maybe most important, I love using them.

The first time you get a plane taking fine shavings you 
are hooked. It feels amazing. Right away you appreciate 
how carefully you can work and to a high level of accuracy 
one fine shaving at a time. Surfaces are clean, they shine, 
and it’s quiet too. And cutting shavings and not making 
dust is healthier and keeps your shop cleaner.

You don’t need a lot of planes to do a wide range of 
tasks. A long one (#6 or #7) is important for flattening 
and jointing longer parts. A shorter one (#4 or wider 
#41/2) does similar tasks on shorter pieces and smooths any 
surface particularly well. A low angle block plane punches 
well above its weight on edges, end grain, bevels and even 
smoothing small parts. If you are clever you could get older 
Stanleys working sweetly or treat yourself to high quality 
tools from Lie-Nielsen or Lee Valley. 

Planecraft
Using these essential tools

The cap and back of the blade 
should mate tightly, no gaps

38 Spring 2021—Issue No. 30

Shop Shavings

by Garrett Hack
garretthack.com



The biggest hurdle to getting reliable and high quality work 

from planes is sharpening. The duller the edge the more 

prone it is to cutting inconsistently, digging into the surface and 

quickly making a mess of things. Sharp edges cut cleanly with 

less effort. 

A sharp edge has a bevel meeting the back of the blade in 

a precise line—two facets, neither more important, that need 

consistent honing to what’s often called a “mirror polish.”  What 

this really means is that the scratches put on by your sharpening 

stones—and the microscopic nicks they create in the edge—are 

finer and finer. 

You can tell how sharp your edge is by lightly dragging the 

tip of a fingernail along the edge as if you are scratching it. Any 

roughness is dullness or nicks. A sharp edge feels smooth with no 

resistance. Try cutting some end grain white pine for another test. 

The surface should shine with deep clarity into the grain. Any 

nicks in the edge will cut noticeable scratches or lines. 

No matter what your method or sharpening tools, the goal is 

the same, that precise cutting edge. I try to keep my sharpening 

simple by honing almost every edge at a 25° bevel. I rarely use 

a microbevel. I also sharpen freehand because it is quick and 

flexible. I hollow grind the bevel to make it more stable on the 

stone and honing faster (I’m removing less steel to a new edge).

The first step to renewing an edge is to work on a coarse 

stone (600, 1000) to quickly cut away any edge roundness (wear) 

and nicks. With a clean and sharp stone this first step might 

involve 25 strokes. I hone until I feel the tiniest burr on the back 

Sharpening

A hollow ground bevel that 
speeds sharpening.

Honing the bevel at 25°. Notice the straight lines 
reflected on the flat and polished back.

From left: 600 
grit diamond 
stone, 2000, 
5000, 8000 
waterstones, 
that all fit into a 
drawer at right. Honing the back flat only on the 8000 stone.

My grinder rest slides in and 
out to hold the blade at a 
consistent angle to the stone. 

…continued next page

39Guild of  New Hampshire Woodworkers



The throat opening has a big effect on the quality of the 
cut. As the edge cuts a shaving it slides up the ramp of the 
iron. It levers against the front edge of the throat and breaks. 
The faster it breaks the less strength it has to split fibers 
from the surface or tear out. On rough planes the throat 
can be wide. On precise tools I set it as fine as I can without 
clogging. Set this way I cannot take thick shavings. 

On block planes and some other planes (#62) the front 
of the throat slides to control the size of the opening. This 
makes these tools even more versatile. On common bench 
planes the frog slides to adjust the throat opening. Pushing 
the frog forward doesn’t cause any issues (besides potentially 
clogging), but be careful of sliding it so far back that the 
blade sits on the sole and not the ramp of the frog. A small 
bit of the sole can project ahead of the frog. The bevel of the 
blade will bridge over it.

Carefully put the iron back into the plane body, clamp 
it down with the screw under the cap or medium tight 
snap of the lever cap. The blade should stay put and still 
be adjustable. Check that it sits tightly against the frog or it 
will vibrate and chatter under the considerable pressures of 
planing. Adjust the blade for a light cut and cutting evenly 
right and left by feel or by test cutting with a small piece 
of veneer.

Flattening
Cutting the edge of a board is a good place to get a feel 

for your plane. This is a task I do constantly, jointing or 
straightening the edge of a part or the edges of multiple 
boards for gluing together into a wider panel. A #7 or 
similar long plane is a good tool for this. 

Clamp a board in a side vise with the grain rising ahead 
of the direction you are going to plane. Start with the plane 
balanced on the end of the board with the blade about to 
engage, take a stable stance (planing takes effort), apply 
pressure on the front knob to keep the sole firmly on the 
wood, and use your rear hand on the handle to push the 
plane into the cut. As the plane slides fully onto the wood, 
apply even downward pressure with both hands. 

At the far end reverse this, lightening up on the front 
of the plane as the cut is completed. Too much pressure 
with the rear hand at the start of a cut, or pressure with the 
front hand at completion, and you will shape the edge into 
a convex curve. This is a great technique for cutting curves.

The shaving tells you everything about how your plane is 
cutting. Is it an even thickness? If not the lateral adjustment 

of my blade, which indicates I have cut a fresh edge. Then 

it is a matter of honing the bevel on 2000, 5000, and 

finally 8000, again with very few strokes as you are now 

just polishing. The biggest problem I see is that a new edge 

isn’t cut initially, which lots of careful polishing won’t remedy. 

ONLY at 8000 do I lay the back of the blade flat on my 

stone and carefully polish it. It’s so easy at this point to 

round the back by lifting it off the stone. If you do you’ll 

be able to see this as a narrow facet along the back of the 

edge. Ideally the back has a consistent polish right to the 

edge and all along it. Keep honing until it does. Return to 

a coarser grit if you must. 

Whether you use waterstones, oil stones, sandpaper 

on plate glass or diamond stones, each has distinct 

honing characteristics. All work fine, just don’t get 

confused comparing grits because they are not equal. 

Think of your setup more as coarse, medium, fine, and 

extra fine, and learn how to maintain and use it effectively. 

I flatten my stones regularly with a thick and coarse 

diamond plate and keep each stone isolated so as not to 

contaminate others.

How often do you need to sharpen? Wood is abrasive 

and even with fancy alloys, cutting edges dull quickly. 

Look at and feel the surface you are cutting. Does it 

feel polished? Sharpen before you think you need to 

or that next stroke might just tear out and you’ll have 

much planing to repair it. Make your sharpening setup 

convenient and use it. 

might be off (easy fix—move the adjuster slightly to tip the 
blade) or you could be ever so slightly tipping the plane. 
This is natural with the “handed” nature of our bodies. 
With experience this issue will disappear. For now keep 
even pressure on the plane and advance more slowly and 
carefully. 

A long plane will happily follow a convex surface, but 
will not easily cut a concave one. At some point it will not 
cut except at the two ends. I use this idea to joint an edge 
straight by first purposefully hollowing the middle with 
several cuts. Then I try to cut a shaving end-to-end the full 
width of the edge. It might take several passes but when I 
do the edge is likely straight. 

Sharpening continued

40 Spring 2021—Issue No. 30



But is it also square? It’s easy to tip the plane a bit or the 
lateral adjustment is off or perhaps the edge had a bevel 
to start. To drop the high side, let’s say the right, shift the 
plane so the left side is aligned with the left face of the 
board. Now only the right side can take a shaving. Make 
a couple of passes down the board. I use my front hand 
hanging out of the plane to guide it. Because I am just 
cutting on one side the edge is no longer flat, but beveled. 
I then cut normally until I get a shaving full width and full 
length, check with a square and repeat if necessary. With 
experience you’ll know if you need one corrective pass to 
remove a bevel or several. 

You might say why not just change the lateral adjustment 
to plane a bit heavier on the high side. You can, but the 
advantage of this technique is you don’t have to change 
it back again. With each stroke use a different part of the 
blade, not just the middle. 

End Grain
End grain presents a different challenge. Not only is it 

a whole lot tougher to plane, end grain surfaces are often 
small, so steady planing pressure is even more important. 
And even with care the fibers can easily break out at the 
end of a cut, spoiling the work A one-handed low angle 
block plane is built for this, but so is a higher angle #4 or 
even the #7 if the surfaces are long or you want two-handed 
control.

You can plane an end grain surface with the work 
clamped in a side vise and planing horizontally. This is 
great for the end grain of wide panels where there is lots 
of support for your plane. To avoid chipping out the end, 
plane towards the middle from both ends. Quicker and 
easier is to plane the entire edge, which you can do without 
chipping if the cut is very light, the blade sharp and you 
skew the plane slightly. Experiment!

I like to plane vertically for smaller parts. I support the 
part upright on my bench with the end just barely hanging 
over the edge. Now I have some of the weight of my body 
and gravity on my side. And looking from above I can 
see the plane sole in relation to the end grain surface. If I 
want to square this edge, I can see as I tip the plane ever so 
slightly to cut the high side. A pencil square line is a useful 
guide. For light refining cuts I’ll plane all the way through. 
For heavier cuts where chip out is more likely I cut almost 
to the bottom, flip the piece and plane from the opposite 
direction. 

Smoothing
When you first plane a surface to a glistening polish, 

there is no looking back at scrapers and sandpaper. A #4 
bench plane or wider #41/2 are good smoothing plane 
choices. You don’t need a long plane—the work would 
have been previously flattened with one. A heavy plane is 
an advantage to hug the surface and to keep its momentum 
going. Eventually you’ll want a dedicated smoothing plane, 
tuned and saved just for this work. 

You can smooth edges and surfaces narrower than your 
blade with any plane. But when you try to smooth a wider 
surface the corners of the straight blade contact the wood 
and leave “tracks.” A new sharpening technique is needed 
where the edge is honed to a slight curve or camber, to raise 
the corners above the surface. I usually start this shaping 
on my 1000 stone by putting slightly more pressure on the 
corners as I hone. You can hone just the corners or shape 
a very shallow arc as I prefer. A small wooden straightedge 
held against the edge is useful to check your progress. The 
faintest sliver of light between the two is enough. 

By the time I get to smoothing I know the best grain 
direction to work because the surface has been machined 
or planed already (bonus points if you marked it too). Start 
planing from an end, watch the shaving as it forms, and 
move the lateral adjustment so the shaving is centered. 
Ideally you want to cut a wide and billowy shaving and 
leave no tracks. If the shaving is narrow, there is too much 
camber and too little if you are leaving tracks. When you 
sharpen add or subtract camber to get your smoother 
working optimally.

To maximize your efficiency with planes, multitask 
whenever you can—straighten an edge while cutting it 
square, polishing it and bringing the part to uniform size. 
Before you start assess what needs to be done by checking 
with a square, winding sticks or other tools. Make every 
stroke useful. Recheck often. 

Knowing your planes and coaxing consistent good work 
from them takes practice. With time you will develop an 
internal gyroscope (for cutting surfaces square), have better 
balance and more confidence as planing feels more natural. 
Since most problems come right back to sharpening, 
develop this skill. Your surfaces will be smoother, your 
accuracy will be better and your woodworking far more 
satisfying. 
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Upon the recent passing of one of my most beloved 
mentors, Phillip Lowe, I started unearthing all of my 

old notes and patterns, reflecting on that moment in time 
and where I am now currently. Phil’s carving workshop 
was one of the first workshops I took 16 years ago. Phil 
was always encouraging and his adaptive approach offered 
confidence to something that initially looks complex. 
I was hooked immediately and spent every dollar I could on 
carving tools while I worked as an assistant at the CT Valley 
School of Woodworking. At that time, I thought it would 
only be a hobby for me to pursue, but now those tools are 
pivotal to my career. Sometimes the smallest gesture of 
encouragement from a good mentor can alter someone’s 
path. 

I have been exploring leaf carving for the past 16 years. 
I was recently commissioned to sculpt individual olive leaves 
from olive wood to fit within an olive bowl. Their purpose, 
as gifts, have emotional value and they symbolize such 
things as peace, wisdom, fertility, prosperity, immortality 
and success. I was particularly interested since it’s the first 
time I ever carved a fruit wood. The task at hand, sculpt 
24 individual olive leaves thin enough to allude to a leaf, 
but thick enough to be grasped in a hand. We settled on 
three poses that I would repeat to be efficient with my time. 

My Process

I settled on the European Olive wood species instead 
of the African due to its lighter hue and composition. 
The African billets in the bin all had the pith within. The 
European was quartered which was favorable to my intent. 
Checking your material in cross section is always good 
practice in any woodworking task. 

The wood is dense and oily which made the carving a 
real treat. Most olive wood billets are by-products of the 
olive oil industry. Notice how saturated the wood is when 
I cut into it. It would gum up my sandpaper immediately 
which forced me to do the majority of the work off the 
chisel and tiny scrapers. The grain is also particularly gnarly 
and twisted which made for frequent sharpening. However, 
its waxy luster made for a great hand feel once they were 
finally polished. 

The first task was to prototype a set of three leaves in 
three different poses with three different finishes for the 
client to inspect and commit to a final amount. To educate 
myself with this new species I ordered a bag of olive leaves 
from Greece to study. The leaves were small and narrow, the 
shapes, straightforward and they all tend to flow in a similar 
pose. The client and I agreed to increase the length to 3˝ so 
they would be more manageable to hold. 

by Greg Brown
gbwoodworks.com

An Olive Branch for P hil
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I formulated an approach using my carving tools, a 
Dremel and spindle sander. For the polishing process I used 
the edge of my gouges as scrapers and finished with fine 
sandpaper to smooth out the facets from the tools. Once 
the three leaves were done, I finished one with shellac, one 
with Osmo oil and one unfinished. 

When the prototypes were received, they immediately 
“pinged” with the client. They ordered two dozen! 

Carving

With the knowledge I attained from the prototype 
phase, I then switched gears and set up to carve each pose 
in production fashion. I cut out each blank and used spec 
tape to adhere them to a MDF board. I then carved the 
outside face of each in varying steps. Once I had the overall 
shape, I then pulled them off the board and started shaping 
the opposing side of the leaf. I roughed out the shape on 
the spindle sander and then finished hollowing them out 
on my mechanics vise outfitted with leather jaws. 

The process slows immensely as the leaves take shape. I 
gauge the thickness by feel using my fingers as an outside 
caliber. It’s a tricky technique in this case due to the 
outward protruding stem line inside face of leaf which is 
characteristic of a real olive leaf. Cutting through a leaf 
could happen in an instant. 

As the leaves get thinner, my hand turned into a vise for 
final cuts and scraping. It’s a series of refinements cleaning 
up my cuts and getting the shapes to flow and look airy. I 
then switch over to fine paper to smooth out some of the 
tool facets. 

*Special Note: when carving an object while also holding 
it, carve slowly with light pushes AWAY from your hand. One 
wrong move could end a career but you have to adapt and 
avoid any vise pressure breaking a thin object.

In the end, the client picked the Osmo oil finish. The 
leaves are smooth, light, velvety and can fit into a pocket 
safely. 

Reflecting on this project, the knowledge gained from 
experimenting with olive wood was immense. It was 
pleasurable to cup the leaves in my hands with my eyes 
closed, feeling their presence, then visualizing them over 
a pile of olive wood chips and carving tools as the natural 
light revealed my intent. It also revealed the passion Phil 
unlocked 16 years ago to an unassuming shop assistant 
looking for direction. 

In Dedication to Phil Lowe, a.k.a Uncle Phil. Immortal 
Mentor and friend to many. 
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New 
Hampshire Secretary

by David Lamb
davidlambfurniture.com

Photo by Bill Truslow

Please allow me to reflect bit…

When being commissioned by a museum to build a 
piece of furniture for their permanent collection 

is like being asked to reflect upon everything you have 
come to understand and believe in and to do your best in 
doing so. This was exactly my challenge and opportunity 
when first approached by curator Andrew Spahr from the 
Currier Museum of Art in Manchester.

First off, just being asked to do such a piece is a large 
honor. Secondly, it’s daunting trying to decide what to 
do. As I contemplated various ideas I filled many pages 
of my sketchbook with thoughts and details, a good 
habit I developed after being a student of Jere Osgood’s at 
Boston University’s Program in Artisanry. It was Andrew 
that supported the idea of a large cabinet piece like a 
secretary. With most thoughts I suggested, his response was 

“More, Bigger, Bolder!” Ok, who am I to argue with that?

Creating the New Hampshire Secretary
201 7–2020
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So, now I could narrow my focus on creating a larger, 
vertical cabinet in a secretary format. I went back to the 
sketchbooks and worked on design aspects that I wanted to 
emphasize, details that were important. Overall proportion 
and stature were paramount because the gallery where 
it was to be shown (as are all the galleries there) have 
exceptionally tall walls and ceilings. But in addition I was 
aware of the other historic pieces that would accompany it 
and my contemporary’s work as well—Jere Osgood, Terry 
Moore, Jon Books and Ted Blachly—an esteemed group to 
say the least and all of them friends and peers.

As a lifelong student of furniture making and design, 
what struck me without exception was that the exceptional 
works that were collected, published and exemplified were 
all made by craftsmen who did this work as a career. They 
had skin in the game. They were in business. Their furniture 
output and its quality is what made them able to survive 
and thrive as craftsmen. I modeled my own career based 
on my training and observation. What I saw was real-life, a 
working in business situation.

While an apprentice, my mentor emphasized though 
doing primarily traditional work, that the craftsman’s voice 
must be heard in his work. I recognized by looking at all the 
books and collections that while many of these 18th and 
19th century guys worked “in the period of…,” the best 
all had their own recognizable mark and did not just copy 
what the design books said or what other craftsmen did.

This thinking was further emphasized even more so while 
attending school at B.U. to the point that tradition played 
a back seat. The personal voice was empowered. I think I 
found a balance that works for me. I can speak my voice 
notably and still follow a strong tradition. Reinterpreting a 
language to have its own dialect is perfectly appropriate and 
should be encouraged. The periods of work we all gravitate 
towards were new during the Period of Enlightenment. 
Without being open to new ideas there would be no 
enlightenment.

Design
So, here was my chance, an enlightened piece that on 

one hand seems familiar and on the other hand has a wow 
factor, a presentation that is unique and bold.

My priority for the piece was to have a New Hampshire 
focus on both materials and aesthetics. I chose white birch 
as the primary exterior visual wood, specifically the highly 
figured crotch wood and white birch that is the state tree. 

Collecting and processing the 
birch crotches. Two blocks are 
cut from each crotch.

Note the variety of figures 
and colors of the birch.

Birch as a material also has significant historical reference 
in that it was used extensively as a satinwood substitute, 
satinwood being an expensive imported material. The 
plume-like crotch wood was used extensively in veneer 
work on neoclassical work especially notable in major 
seaport towns like Portsmouth as well as in Maine and 
Massachusetts. Just knowing that this material was held in 
such high esteem, that its appearance was jewel-like and 
that it was native held tremendous allure for me.

My work with fractal patterning had been ongoing for 
nearly ten years by then and was becoming iconic and a 
signature element of my design. The use of birch crotch to 
translate these fractal designs as ice/frost crystal formations 
was the direction I wanted to continue. I envisioned the 
entire piece veneered in this special material.

In addition to a design statement the frost pattern 
work also speaks to the northern New England climate 
and the fragility inherent in it. Historically our climate 
here has been an illustration of the rugged character of its 

Stacked and re-ordered, 
wrapped to maintain flatness 
and moisture control.

Side panel fractal design 
layout, numbered and 
assigning pattern to stock.

The kiln with stacked material, 
fan and dehumidifier. Side 
panels waiting to be installed.

Dovetailed casework and 
interior structural parts. Note 
the lumber core panel stock 
built for the case work.
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inhabitants. Our forebears, whether native or of European 
ancestry endured long hard winters where perseverance, 
hard work and careful planning were part of life. The 
Old Man of the Mountains in his granite profile came to 
represent the hard-nosed hard scrabble way of life here.

Along with the birch exterior the piece needed to be 
elegant. Simple but elegant. Simple because that’s who 
we are as a people, unpretentious and elegant because 
we understand the finer things in life. Combined, the 
presentation is seemingly simple but complex when you 
start to study it.

From here I developed conceptual sketches that captured 
the direction and feeling I was looking for. Once approved 
I developed full-sized drawings of all aspects of the piece. 
These drawings fully detailed general proportions, features 
such as carvings, hardware, floor to crown chamfer details 
and foretold technical challenges. Cross reference plans 
ensured an understanding of the piece. All these drawings 
were presented to the curatorial staff and director at the 
museum for approval and acknowledgment.

White Birch
Up went the drawings on the wall of my studio. Out into 

the woods I went hunting for the white birch. Surrounding 
our property in Canterbury is the Shaker Village property. 
In my search for appropriate trees, each one having multiple 
crotches and each crotch displaying the noticeable zipper 
pattern in the bark, I got permission from the Village to 
cut nine trees. 

This was winter work so the wood was hauled out on a 
sled making many trips. All this effort was done because 
crotch birch veneer is not available commercially and if I 
wanted to use it I’d have to get it myself. After acquiring 
the 40-plus crotches, each one was processed into blocks 2˝ 
thick and most of the unfigured material trimmed off and 
stuck to air dry to 13% moisture content. 

Each crotch yielded two blocks. The larger ones yielded 
four blocks. I built a simple kiln in the shop with 2x4 stock 
and Styrofoam panels. Inside the kiln were two stacks of 
about 90 birch blocks, a dehumidifier and a box fan. The 
dehumidifier created enough heat to warm the interior to 
over 90°. The fan circulated the air and the moisture was 
driven from the wood over a period of several weeks to 
6% mc. I was very happy with the success of this system.

From here I flattened all the blocks on the inside figured 
face and one edge on the jointer, then sliced the blocks on the 

bandsaw to 5/64˝. This heavier cut allowed for dimensional 
sanding of both sides to 0.045˝. After processing, all 
veneers were kept in order and stretch wrapped to minimize 
movement and to help with moisture control.

Veneer
As a traditionalist it was important to me to construct 

the secretary using traditional methods. As a student of new 
work I also needed to construct using engineering concepts 
that the old guys didn’t use. But I needed it to all work 
seamlessly and thoughtfully. How to build?

The primary casework is the starting point and that 
was clearly going to be half-blind dovetail construction. 
The problem was to build traditionally but have a stable 
material. The answer was for me to construct my own 
lumber core panels using a 1/2˝ core of face jointed stock, 
cross banded with 1/16˝ mahogany, followed by 1/32˝ cherry 
along its length. The edges were faced with curly birch stock 
before the face veneers were applied. With the subsequent 
face fractal veneers and interior veneers applied, the panels 
finished out at 3/4˝ thick. With the substantial core I could 
use my traditional half-blind dovetails and yet have a stable 
material for the core of my abstract, non-directional fractal 
veneers. Perfect.

But before I could start chopping dovetails I needed to 
veneer the faces of my panels with the fractal work. I started 
by using full size renderings of the fractal pattern. Each 
panel is different, yet related. Doing it this way creates a 
unique yet balanced appearance much as you would see in 
nature. Patterns were made for side panels, door panels and 
drawer faces. I made multiple copies of each. This allows for 
planning, layout and assignment of patterns to stock. Each 
pattern piece is numbered, cut and glued onto the stock. I 
also used a color coding and lettering system to help keep 
track of them.

The process of assigning about 1000 patterns to the nine 
trees worth of veneer is a daunting challenge. Orchestration 
of pattern and color in the wood means you need to be 
aware of color balance and figure balance keeping all these 
panels in mind and not allowing one panel to overwhelm 
the other with figure or depth of color. 

Being picky in choosing the best figure possible 
throughout is also important. Each piece is numbered 
in coordination with the master plan. This master plan 
remains intact. A copy of the master plan is cut up for 
actual material assignment.
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Once orchestrated, the patterns are glued to the stock 
with white glue and then stacked and stretch wrapped, 
organized by panel. If the veneers were left to sit, moisture 
movement in and out would distort them to potato chips. 
Control is important. 

The process of cutting, fitting 
and assembling of one of 
many panels. Note the color 
coding as well as numbering.

Once the panels are veneered, 
the scraping off of the 
patterns reveal the wood 
figure as assembled.

Layout and joinery of the 
waist and base moldings 
are complex and well joined. 
The “double miter” has one 
cut miter the other is implied 
when the transition is shaped.

Assembled mid-molding, 
preparing to shape the 
transition bevel to create the 
double miter corner.

The steam box set up. Protecting the burner from wind.

Under view of lower frame 
showing foot mortises and 
relief cuts for foot joinery.

Building up of the toe area of 
the French foot, ready to be 
veneered.

Foot blank getting veneered 
in the vacuum bag. Heavy 
cardboard used to protect the 
bag from puncture.

The mitered feet getting 
glued using a machinists 
angle iron set-up block to 
ensure squareness.

Installing feet into the base 
frame.

Shaping the chamfered edge 
on the foot.

The steam bent stock is 
kerfed ready to be glued to 
poplar lamination.

Laminating the front frieze 
stock.

The frieze unit is carved, 
joined and has interior 
framing installed.

Shaper work for the cornice 
was similar for both minor 
overlaid cove and larger solid 
cove.

Beautiful 12/4 curly birch 
stock.

Janet doing the overlay work 
cutting and fitting each 
piece as she went. Note the 
registration and layout on the 
curved molding.
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Doing one veneer panel at a time, I began the cutting 
and fitting process by joining pairs at a time. Each pair is 
accurately cut, edge glued and taped and pressed flat under 
modest weights. I used Titebond 3 glue for this joinery. I 
also made a special cutting sandwich board for my chop 
saw for cutting the pieces to size. The sandwich protects the 
edges from blow-out and when set up correctly ensures a 
straight edge joint. My saw also has the sliding rail feature 
so the cut is more of a slide than a chop.

As the process continues, pairs get matched to other pairs 
and so on until it gets rather complex and complicated. It 
is planning and organizing that gets very important. Once 
the full panel is completed, it is stored flat under weight.

It wasn’t until all the veneer panels were completely 
assembled did I veneer them to the lumber core panels. 
With a very sharp scraper I leveled the back of the veneers 
as best I could and used a toothing blade to score the veneer, 
then also toothed the lumber core surface for better glue 
adhesion. Gluing one panel at a time in the vacuum bag, I 
used a slow setting two part urea glue. I kept these pressed 
for two days under a heating blanket. Then they were pulled 
for the next glue-up and kept flat under weight.

After sitting for a sufficient time each panel had the 
paper pattern work scraped off and then sanded, both sides. 
The panels were trimmed, squared, bevels were shaped and 
back rabbet cut and then dovetailing started. It’s important 
to note all the prep work that went into these panels before 
they could even become joined. I checked all these surfaces 
for possible voids and found none. I used a thin layer of 
Fun Foam (a crafting product which is thin and dense) 
under my pressing caul to help eliminate any voids that 
could cause gluing failures. This worked.

Carving
The carvings have a draped look, natural and relaxed and 

not manipulated to a certain pattern. This is part of the 
casual formality I wanted to show in this piece. The corners 
of the crown have birch branch clusters to continue the 
presentation of our state tree. The finial uses sugar maple 
to pick up on the frieze design and to emphasize a major 
component to what I think is indicative of northern New 
England with our climate and sugaring traditions. It is very 
important to me.

Designs for these carvings start as quick sketches and an 
idea. More drawings and photos taken in nature and using 
actual clippings for modeling all help develop the original 

Cutting the Gothic arches and 
darts using pattern and knife 
and scissors for rough work.

Half way done with the front 
cove.

After creating a 
concept drawing, 
getting actual 
leaves helped 
formulate the 
idea of the 
central carving.

Simply resting on the cornice, the flourish 
rises up to the finial. Ends will be detailed 
with ogees.

Stock is cut on the bandsaw, 
mounted on a board and 
carving commences with the 
visual aid of the clay model.

I find full size clay models 
very helpful in visualizing the 
final form.

Underside carving making 
the leaves realistic.

Profile of pull & prototype 
carved pendant pull to be 
made of iron.

idea. From these drawings clay models are developed. I use 
Sculpy clay as it is fast and can be baked quickly for a more 
permanent use. The clay models are important and helpful 
in understanding form, motion and balance and how to 
achieve all this by careful layering. It also shows where weak 
spots and challenges might be.
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I decided to use white pine heartwood for my material. 
I found this wood very pleasant to carve, can hold an 
exceptionally well defined detail and is gentle on the 
carving tool edge. The fact that I am not fighting against a 
resistant material made the process even more pleasurable. 
However, the tools need to be kept razor sharp otherwise 
the wood can crush. Historically pine was used extensively 
for carvings in New England for the attributes I mentioned 
and for its abundance. Everything from fireplace surrounds 
to cigar store Indians to ship figureheads used white pine.

Once my clay models were completed I carved each 
birch cluster from single blocks of wood being careful 
to orient the grain along the axis of the design. I used a 
bandsaw and drill press to remove as much material initially 
as possible before using the hand tools. The blocks were 
mounted to backer boards whenever possible and clamped 
to fixtures when the backs were carved off. Towards the end 
holding the stock became more challenging all the time and 
simply could not be clamped, but hand held.

The maple leaf cluster is actually a compilation of three 
separate carvings that are combined. This method allows 
for an airiness not otherwise achievable as the backs can be 
fully carved to create very thin leaves that would ordinarily 
not have access to the chisel’s reach. I channeled my inner 
Grinling Gibbons to do this, the great 17th century carver 
for English royalty and their manor homes. Once done the 
carvings were held in place with removable pins and an old 
nail for the maple leaves. Should the piece ever need moving, 
removing the carvings eases the process considerably.

Hardware
The conceptual idea of hardware was imagined at the 

start. I wanted something that would contrast with the 
wood in color and texture and told a story. Envisioning 
gold as the primary color of the wood, the hardware wanted 
to be bronze or at least very dark. I contacted a blacksmith 
I know, Garry Kalajian, to do the work (araratforge.com). 
Garry supplied various color sample possibilities and in the 
end plain wrought iron was chosen.

I made a wooden model to be a prototype for size, 
shape, function and texture. Iron was chosen because of 
the color choice, but also because of the strong contrast in 
texture. It is also a representation of the character of the 
early hardworking, rough-around-the-edges type of people 
that lived and worked in northern New England. Garry set 
about making samples based on the model and studied the 

The left and right leaves are similar but not mirror images. I left 
the stems tooled and the leaves were sanded. Serrations added 
later.

Chopping dovetails.

Fitting the drawer fronts. Note the 
spacing shims and the set back, 
blind drawer blades.

Doors just pulled from the 
vacuum bag and scrapped. 
No voids, no gaps, no 
problems!

Mounted on the 
cornice these 
carvings wanted 
to appear relaxed 
and draped over 
the molding.

Starting to get the full fractal 
effect with all the drawer 
fronts fitted in place. Installing the cock beading.
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pivoting pendant type pull. He created a very clever stop 
mechanism so the pendant would not bump up against 
the wood behind it. Being handmade they also needed 
great consistency between them all and overall had specific 
requirements to meet. Garry’s work was exceptional and he 
was good to work with.

 
Drawers, Doors, Interior, Finish

After the drawer front laminations had cured for a 
considerable amount of time, some of the fronts developed 
minor but noticeable movement. Some crowning also 
occurred during the lamination process too. On the bench 
each drawer front was fine tuned with a hand plane and 
checked with templates and compared with each other 
for consistency. When all trued up, the prepared fractal 
face veneer was applied using the same bending form 
with multiple layers of thin caul stock, Fun Foam for 
inconsistencies and lots of clamps. When cured the fronts 
were scraped and trimmed.

The next step was to fit each drawer front to the lower 
case. This process was a very tricky, specific and fussy 
process as there were no exposed drawer blades to rest each 
front on for fitting. The blades are blind and set back. The 
drawers were also designed to hide the blades by extending 
downward and thus all you would see are the drawer fronts 
themselves. Once the lower one was fit, then the next one 
up would be fit by floating it over the lower one and so 
on. Cutting the ends square was tricky but with thoughtful 
jigging and support it could be done accurately.

The drawers are dovetailed in the traditional manner. 
Poplar was used as the secondary material. The faces of 
the drawers had a small rabbet cut around the perimeter 
where thin curly birch cock beading was set in. Where the 
drawer's edges met each other, a very nice effect of double 
cock beading emerged. I shaped the beading using a hand-
held shaper knife and sandpaper.

Making and fitting the doors was a similar process to 
the drawers. The main difference here is the use of cross 
banding. The drawer fronts were a straight lamination. The 
doors were made like plywood. The doors had their own 
bending form and could be effectively pressed because of 
their geometry. Once pulled, cured and rough trimmed 
they got their inside and outside face veneers applied—
curly birch on the inside and fractal pattern on the outside.

It is worth repeating and emphasizing that the proof of 
success in so many of these steps is only after the paper is 

Spectacular figure.

Janet creating with the magic 
of shellac.

Panel detail.

Clay models of 
the maple leaves 
were developed to 
facilitate the layered 
effect and the 
interplay of the leaves.

Carved and assembled, great depth is 
achievable when a layered concept is 
used.

Mounted on the finial with a 
simple forged iron nail.

This photo really captures the 
refined build and rubout of the 
shellac finish. Also visible is the 
laminated drawer front and the 
stiffening frame just behind it. 
This board also facilitates the 
fitting of the bottom.
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scraped off to reveal whether or not any problems occurred. 
And this was after umpteen hours of labor, effort and 
planning to prepare for it. But, that’s furniture making with 
risk.

After clean up, the doors are trimmed to fit and then 
rabbeted to have the cock beading cut in. The vertical 
edges have full width curly birch to cover the laminated 
door edges. These were glued in. Hanging the doors with 
standard brass butt hinges completed the process.

Now moving on to the interior work. The inside surface 
had been prepped with a mounting dado. A simple board 
frame 2˝ wide was glued into this space. From there the 
large cove molded interior frame was mitered and fit. This 
trim work takes on the appearance of a theatrical stage by 
having this detail on the sides and top only with a much 
smaller element at the bottom. Again for dramatic effect a 
large cove molding is used in a figured birch stock.

In commissioning this piece, the museum struggled 
about investing in the interior aspect of an elaborate interior. 
They asked “How would you show interior and exterior at 
the same time? Having a docent manning the piece all day 
to open and close it?” In the end an interesting arrangement 
of shelves and partitions was created by building a separate 
box that slid in from the back and had a tight fit to the 
main surround. This interior box has its own separate back. 
The shelves are concave at the center for added depth.

With care and selection of all the exterior woods there 
was great consistency in color and contrast where desired. In 
the fractal work it was important to also have some aspects 
of polarity or chatoyancy because it is such a naturally 
occurring aspect of ice crystal formations.

From the beginning shellac was the predetermined 
finish material. No dye was used. As shellac builds up and 
when well rubbed out a natural and developed warmth and 
richness develops. 

Once the build up level was met, waxing followed. We 
like to use Briwax Antique Mahogany. The added aspect 
of micron thick brown wax enhances a rich coloring of 
the light colored wood and adds great depth. All finish 
work was expertly handled by Janet. After delivery to the 
museum, curator Andrew Spahr snuck over, grinned and 
rubbed the surface saying how fantastic it is.

Shortly after the finish work was done, Garry came by 
with the hardware. We installed it. It looked perfect and 
functioned perfectly.

Covid 19 Strikes
Delivery of the secretary to the Manchester museum 

took on an air of a military advance. A crew from the 
museum arrived at the studio and three vehicles and a trailer 
were loaded with parts and stealthily snuck to Manchester 
on a nearly abandoned Rt. 93 South, through the city and 
on to the museum. Unloading was a breeze. Once inside 
the storage facility was the first time I had seen the secretary 
fully assembled because my studio ceilings are not high 
enough to accommodate the entire 8´9˝ piece. It was really 
great to see it there, even amongst the moving equipment, 
wrapped and boxed artifacts and concrete walls.

The real treat was when we prepared for a virtual 
presentation of it. I went down to do a question and answer 
filming and Andrew brought me into the prepped studio 
space which happened to be the room of European Art. 
And there, standing against a regal purple wall was my 
secretary. It looked magnificent in its proper environment 
and with good lighting. Just as I imagined. After wiping my 
eyes I knew I got it right. It was worth the risk. 

Photo by Bill Truslow
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There are a lot of articles, books, webinars and workshops 
dedicated to shellac and the process of French Polishing. 

All of them provide a thorough background on the origin 
of shellac, how to mix up a solution and how to apply 
it, whether using rags, brushes, spray guns or pads. The 
technique of course, is highly dependent on your objective 
for its use and your starting point. 

One of the basic uses of shellac is strictly functional. If 
you use it as a wash coat like I do before glue up, you can 
avoid those hard to remove glue spots. Another functional 
use of shellac is that after sealing the grain, you can overlay 
most any other finish on top of it and it will adhere. You 
can even add a dye to color the shellac or use one of several 
types of shellac that already have color added to them. 

I really like to use shellac as a finish for things I build 
that are not going to get a lot of abuse in handling or be 
in danger of someone placing a drink on top of the piece, 
leading to rings and damage. It’s easy to apply with a chip 
or taklon brush and dries almost immediately after the coat 
you just applied. This makes it simple to apply multiple 
coats, layering it to form a smooth finish ranging from satin 
to glossy.

But French Polishing is different. Very few if any, 
descriptions of the process actually go through the trouble 
of detailing the technique from start to finish. They may 
explain a number of steps but they always seem to lack the 
detail required to fully immerse yourself in the experience. 

 It requires a disciplined approach and almost a 
detachment from the process itself, all the time immersing 
yourself in the experience. For me, it is Zen-like as I can 
find myself coating a board with multiple coats (20-40) 
without knowing how I got there. Most of the time I have 
to stop myself to let the board dry overnight so it hardens, 
only to entice me back the next day to lay down some 
additional coats. I don’t think it’s possible to put down too 
many coats of shellac as you strive for that mirror-like finish 
to the piece.

While in this Zen-like trance, I often find myself 
searching for Chatoyance. So just what is Chatoyance? 
I’ve listened to Tom McLaughlin have fun with the word. 
I’ve watched Garrett Hack revere the word. And most 
importantly, I find myself in search of it as I pad my way to 
this ultimate destination, while polishing a piece of curly or 
quilted maple. 

The Zen of  
 French Polishing by Elliot Savitzky

and the search for Chatoyance

Photo 1
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Chatoyance literally means “shine like a cat’s eye” in 
French. In wood, it refers to the 3D effect the grain of 
certain woods gives off when finished that changes as you 
look at the wood from different angles or rake your light 
over the piece. One cause of Chatoyance is the tree being 
under stress as it grows, causing the grain to curl back on 
itself.

What follows is my step by step process for French 
Polishing three sample boards (black walnut, mahogany and 
curly maple) from surface prep to final buffing with a wax 
polish. As an example, Photo 1 shows a Shaker side table 
that I completed a few years ago where I French Polished 
the table top and drawer front, both made of curly maple. 

Preparing the Shellac
You can either buy shellac ready mixed in a can (Zinsser 

Bullseye SealCoat Universal Sanding Sealer—100% wax 
free) or like me, you can mix your own. The advantage of 
the Zinsser is that you can use it right out of the can. The 
downside is that you can’t really tell how long the product 
has been sitting on the shelf without knowing the how to 
read the production codes. Shellac does deteriorate in terms 
of its ability to harden over time after exposure to oxygen 
(Photo 2).

Another minor drawback of buying the canned product 
is that you don’t really know the cut of the shellac unless 
you have read somewhere that it is a 2 lb cut since the 
manufacturer will not divulge this information. If you do 
buy the pre-mix, make sure you do buy SealCoat which is 
wax free and not the other varieties like amber and clear 
which do have wax and are purported to be a 3 lb cut. The 
reason you want a wax free version is that if you decide you 
want to apply another finish like poly or varnish over the 
wash coat of shellac, it likely will not adhere to it. 

The “cut” of the shellac is simply the amount of shellac 
flakes that are added to the alcohol solvent. One pound of 

shellac flakes added to one gallon of alcohol is a 1 lb cut. 
Two pounds of flakes to one gallon is a 2 lb cut, etc. The 
type of alcohol can vary however, it has to be extremely 
high in alcohol content or else the flakes will not completely 
dissolve. Typically denatured alcohol is used, which is 
nothing more than ethanol with some methanol added to 
keep people from drinking it and to avoid high taxes. 

If you can find it, you can use grain alcohol (Everclear) 
although you need to make sure you buy the 190 proof 
version (available in MA and RI) and not the 151 proof 
bottle available in NH as it contains too much water to 
dissolve the flakes (Photo 3). The only reason to use grain 
alcohol is if you plan on using shellac for items like turned 
bowls which will come into contact with food. According 
to Bob Flexner all finishes are food safe once cured. In any 
event, denatured alcohol is a lot cheaper than Everclear 
and readily available in any hardware or big box store. Do, 
however, try to get the can with the green label as it contains 
lesser amounts of methanol and is biodegradable (Photo 4).

If you are buying flakes, my recommendation is to 
purchase the super blonde variety which is dewaxed 
(Photo 5). There are a few other varieties like orange, 
button, garnet and ruby red, all with different colors, some 
of which may be dewaxed. Even if you buy flakes with wax, 
you can pour off the shellac from the wax once the flakes 
have dissolved—but why bother if you don’t have to.

I mix a 2 lb cut which is nothing more than adding 
1/8 of a pound (2 oz.) of flakes to 1 cup (8 oz.) of denatured 
alcohol. If you don’t want to weigh and measure, add flakes 
to a one pint Ball jar up to the 100 ml mark. Then add 
enough alcohol to the same jar until it reaches the 200 ml 
mark. Place the cover on the jar and swirl every few hours or 
whenever you pass by and let dissolve for at least 24 hours. 
Once dissolved, you can pass the liquid through a paint 
filter to remove any residue. I also recommend using a clean 
plastic peanut butter jar instead of the Ball jar as my glass 

Photos 2–6
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jars have a tendency to fall 
on the floor and break. Also, 
the threads on the metal cap 
get stuck with repeated use 
of the shellac as it dries. Not 
that it doesn’t happen to the 
plastic tops, but it’s easier to 
stick a screwdriver up the 
cap to pry it loose. 

Make sure you label the jar with the contents and the 
date. This mixture should last you at least six months if not 
longer as long as you keep it in a dark cool spot. The way to 
tell if the shellac is no longer worth using is to place a small 
amount on the top of the denatured alcohol can and wait 
to see if it dries in an hour or so. If not, get rid of it and 
mix up a new batch. The 8 oz. should last you for a while 
even if you Zen out and commence to French Polishing 
non-stop for a few hours at a time—not like this has ever 
happened to me. 

I’m going to dispense with where shellac comes from as 
you can easily read up on the dirty business of collecting 
secretion from a lac bug from many sources. Just think 

“melts in your mouth and not in your hands.”

French Polishing
Now that you have shellac, there are several steps to 

achieving a glassy smooth finish with French Polishing:

• Make a polishing pad

• Fill in any large pores or defects

• Sand the wood

• Build up layers of shellac

• Remove the oil

• Sand the finish with a high grit

• Fill the pores

• Finish the finish

Making a Pad
Making a polishing pad requires the purchase of some 

cotton batting. It can be obtained from Joann’s Fabric 
(Photo 6) as well as some cotton cloth like an old T-shirt. 
Cut off a wad of cotton batting somewhat smaller than 
what can fit in your hand and place it inside a piece of the 
cotton rag or T-shirt about 6˝ x 6˝ square. Fold one end of 
the cloth over to meet the opposite corner and do the same 
for the other two corners. Grab the ends in one hand and 

twist until you have a ball with the cotton cloth stretched 
tight around the ball of cotton wadding (Photo 7). This will 
act as your vehicle to transmit the shellac onto your piece.

Filling the Pores
With some woods like walnut and African mahogany, 

the pores can be relatively large and will require some prep 
work before polishing. The mahogany sample board I am 
using does not have that problem, nor does the piece of 
curly maple. However, the black walnut board has some 
pretty large pores and has some bark inclusions that need 
work (Photo 8). There are a few different methods you can 
use to fill these imperfections including dyed epoxy, wood 
dust and pumice, French Polishing, Wood Putty and/or 
multiple coats of shellac.

Since the walnut was going to require some minor 
surgery, I used the pad and some pumice. After applying 
alcohol to the pad, I sprinkled a light amount of pumice 
over the walnut and rubbed the pad over the wood. After a 
couple of repeated applications, the pores and the inclusion 
filled in nicely. Although not totally level, I knew I would 
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fill the remaining portion with repeated coats of shellac as I 
progressed through the next few steps (Photo 9).

Sand the Wood
The next step is to sand each sample board through the 

grits from 150 to 320, raise the grain and then sand with 
320 once the boards have dried. 

A note about sanding. You need to use a sanding block 
with a flat surface. ShopSmith makes a perfect block with 
hook and loop face that attaches to an assortment of 
different grits of sandpaper film which do not clog with 
grit (Photo 10).

Build up Layers of Shellac
Now it’s finally time to get your Zen on. This is when 

repeated applications of shellac, using the pad, can build up 
a wonderfully smooth finish. While wearing nitrile gloves, 
grab the pad in your left hand if you are right handed, ball 
side up and squirt some alcohol into the pad making sure 
the cotton cloth is tight against the cotton batting. You may 
have to unwrap the cloth to get some alcohol directly into 
the batting, but once it is saturated, you won’t have to do it 
again. Before applying this first coat of alcohol on the wood, 
and each time you do so with shellac added, tap the pad on 
the back of your gloved hand to smooth out the liquid on 
the pad. Rub the pad the length of the grain going back 
and forth. This should clean out any residual dust after the 
sanding process.

Now add shellac to the pad. It’s best to have separate 
plastic containers for the shellac and alcohol. The containers 
resemble mustard and ketchup dispensers at the diner 
except they are translucent. Once the shellac is added to the 
pad, tap on the back of the gloved hand and start applying 
the first coat of shellac. Use a circular pattern going across 
the length of the board. Do not stop before getting to the 
end of the board. Any points where you stop will show up 
in the finished result. The second pass should be something 
like an S pattern and the third pass should be a bunch of 
figure eights. Make sure to overlap and concentrate on a 
relatively small area before moving on to another section. 

Finish the first course with a side to side sweeping action 
like a plane making a touch landing and then taking off 
from side to side. Make sure you have enough shellac on 
the pad each time you change patterns. You have now 
applied 4 layers, with each subsequent layer melting into 
the previous layer and building up the thickness.

I continued this process for four treatments, thereby 
yielding sixteen layers before realizing I was late for an 
appointment. Hence the Zen-like trance. I left the boards 
to harden overnight and returned the next day to resume 
the process. 

Back at it the next day. Before I got started padding 
on more shellac, I decided to knock down any little 
irregularities that might have been caused by dust settling 
on the boards overnight or imperfections in the application 
of the shellac the day before. I did this by first spraying on a 
50/50 mixture of mineral oil and mineral spirits and using 
400 and then 600 wet/dry sand paper rubbing back and 
forth with the long grain using a felt block as a backer. The 
felt block makes sure you are flat on the board (Photo 11).

Once I was done with the sanding process, I wiped off 
the boards with mineral spirits to remove the oil. I applied 
another four applications or so of shellac on the boards 
(12 more coats). 

It’s important to make sure you have a feel for the 
padding application as if you feel the pad is dragging, you 
have to apply a dab of mineral oil to the pad so things 
can run more smoothly. This is where it’s possible to see 
the “comet trails” left in the wake of the padding, which is 
due to the evaporation of the alcohol. Although I have only 
seen it once or so in the past, there are those that swear by 
it. The length of the trail is dependent on the balance of 
alcohol and oil on the pad. Too much or too little and you 
don’t see the trail. The ratio will determine the length of the 
trail, but if you don’t have the right light you won’t see it 
anyway. I don’t think this is really important in the scheme 
of things. Again, it’s really just to make sure the application 
of shellac is going smoothly.

10 11
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Remove the Oil
After the four applications on each board, you have 

to remove the oil using a rag dabbed with mineral spirits. 
Naphtha works more quickly than mineral spirits in 
removing oil, but I didn’t have any and the spirits worked 
fine. Make sure you rub with the long grain and use a 
sweeping motion from side to side.

Sand the Finish
Most of the benefit of French Polishing is the fact that 

you can achieve a mirror smooth finish on your flat boards. 
These next couple of steps are the critical final phases of the 
process that can really improve the final result.

Depending on the sheen you want, you can sand all the 
way to 2000 grit for a glossy finish. You can stop at 600 or 
1000 grit if you only want a satin finish. I used a successive 
set of grits starting with 400 wet/dry and going all the way 
up through 2000 grit, each time spraying the boards with 
the 50/50 mix of mineral oil and mineral spirits (Photo 12).

Fill the Pores
There is no need to remove the oil/spirits mixture for this 

next step as you are going to use the same 50/50 mixture to 
apply pumice and then rottenstone to the board. 

If you lift the board to a raking light, you can often 
see the remnants of the pores on the surface. They almost 
look like very small pits or holes in the finish depending 
on the type of wood you are polishing. These pores need 
to be filled in to create the mirror smooth finish you are 
looking for.

For this step you will need two felt polishing blocks, 
pumice (4F) and rottenstone, as well as the 50/50 mixture 
of mineral oil and mineral spirits in a small spray bottle 
(Photo 13). Once you get your felt blocks, mark each of 
them with an “P” or “R” to make sure you don’t mix them 
up the next time you use them as you definitely don’t want 
any pumice mixed in with your rottenstone when polishing. 

Spray the board with the 50/50 mixture and charge 
the felt block with the same mix. Shake a small amount 
of pumice across the board and then rub the felt block 
back and forth on the board going with the long grain. 
This action will insert pumice along with the oil mixture 
and melted shellac in the pores thus filling them in and 
smoothing them over. I did a couple of applications with 
the pumice and then repeated it with the rottenstone and 
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wiping the board off with a rag in between applications 
(Photo 14).

The boards should now be smooth, flat and with no 
signs of the pores when you hold it up to the light at an 
angle. If you can still see the pores, then repeat the process 
(Photo 15).
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Finish the Finish
These are the last two steps of the process and probably 

the most gratifying. First, because you are almost done and 
secondly, this will bring out the true beauty in the wood 
and the end of your search for Chatoyance. 

You need some oil free 0000 steel wool and wool lube 
(Photo 16). Don’t use the steel wool you typically see in 
hardware or big box stores as they contain oil. These tend to 
break apart when you use them and leave a steel residue on 
your work. Use wool lube to reduce any heat buildup when 
rubbing out the finish. Never use the steel wool without 
lube just like you wouldn’t use the sandpaper without 
lubrication. 

The steel wool comes in rolls so cut off about a foot of 
wool and fold it up lengthwise on itself into thirds. Place 
some wool lube inside one of the folds and begin to rub the 
wool on the board along the grain back and forth in sections. 
This will smooth out any remaining pits and knock down 
the sheen a bit. Wipe it down once you are satisfied with 
the finish and take out your favorite furniture wax.

There are many varieties of wax on the market and the 
kind you use is dependent on what you are used to and 
whether or not you want to breath in VOCs. I like to go with 
a clear wax and stay away from waxes that have toluene in 
the them. Toluene is a known carcinogen. Tom McLaughlin 
really likes Goddard’s Furniture Spray Wax with lemon oil 

and beeswax. But I think after he told everyone on Shop 
Night Live about it, it became almost impossible to find. I 
use Mylands Clear Furniture Wax Solvent (Photo 17) and 
apply it with some cheesecloth. The idea is to lightly coat 
the board, let it dry for 10-15 minutes and then buff it out 
with a dry, clean cloth or rag. You can even use paper towels 
if that’s all you have (Photo 18).

Conclusion
I do use shellac for almost every project I make. However, 

French Polishing is not something you want to be doing on 
every project. It’s perfect for table tops and drawer fronts, 
which are flat and in full display. I always use it as a wash 
coat to protect the joints during glue up from squeeze out 
and most of the time just finish the project with shellac 
as it’s simple, easy to use and dries very quickly. It is not 
something you want to use where there will be a lot of 
moisture or where it might be subject to someone placing 
their drink down on the surface. But even if they did, it’s 
easy to repair and very forgiving. It’s also some of the best 
therapy I could recommend as you enter that Zen-like state 
in Search of Chatoyance.

I’d like to thank two of my teachers at North Bennet 
Street School who started me on this path of inner peace—
Brian McQuay and Bradley Wolcott. 
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The bulk of my business is casework and pieces otherwise 
available online that people want customized in some 

fashion. And since scaling work of this sort for commercial 
purposes requires speed, consistency and quick repeatability, 
my shop is organized for production as opposed to hand 
tool work, meaning that power tools are what occupy most 
of the floor space in my shop.

Lately, as more and more of my woodcraft involves 
shaping parts for furniture or cabinetry pieces, I found 
myself wanting a better tool for holding material than a 
bench vise. My first thought was a “shave horse,” but I 
wasn’t willing to sacrifice floor space for a tool I wasn’t likely 
to use on a regular basis. 

The results of an internet search for “bench top shave horse” 
surprised me with its brevity—so few options—but let me 
know I was after a thing called a “shave pony.” I looked 
further into two different plans for a shave pony—one by 
Renaissance Woodworker (Shannon Rogers), the other 
Gunpowder Woodworking (Mark Hochstein). Because of 
its adjustability and convenience, I adapted my design for 
a “variable position” shave pony from Hochstein’s version.

I first built a plywood prototype to Mark’s suggested 
measurements where I tested by shaping legs for an 
upcoming perch-bench project. While generally pleased 
with its performance, I was frustrated by two aspects of 
Hochstein’s original design—the angle of the foot pedal and 
location of the support bar’s hole relative to the uprights 

(or legs) of the assembly. After working these issues out 
to my satisfaction on the prototype, I had a design for a 
variable-position shave pony. 

Construction
While the width of the pony can be any dimension, five 

inches met my shaping needs. 
After rough milling, rip everything to a width of 5˝ 

including the pivoting uprights. Next, glue a blank of 
two layers (2¼˝ x 5˝ x 52˝) from which you will make 
the device’s foot pedal, support bar, clamping head and 
clamping bar. Then lay out holes on the uprights for these 
pieces.

After removing the blank from the clamps, cut it to the 
parts to the following dimensions:

• Foot Pedal—2¼˝ x 5˝ x15˝

• Support Bar—2¼˝ x 5˝ x 20˝

• Clamping Head—2¼˝ x 5˝ x 10˝

• Clamping Bar—2¼˝ x 2˝ x 5˝

• Uprights—11/8˝ x 5˝ x Length

The length of the uprights depends on where the 
shave pony will be mounted. For now, mount the support 
bar on your bench allowing it to overhang the edge. Measure 
from the bottom of the support bar to the floor and subtract 
3¼˝. Add 101/2˝ to that measurement to determine the total 
length of the uprights.

A Variable-Position

by Daniel Wallace
seasmokedesign.com

See the video at youtube.com/guildofnewhampshirewoodworkers 

Drawings are available for download at gnhw.org/shavePonyDrawings

PonyPonyshave
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 After cutting the pieces to size I mark 
the locations for the four through holes 
on each piece. While there are a few ways 
to drill these, I use a cordless drill with a 
long bit and an eye bolt (Photo 1). Before 
starting I wrap a piece of tape around the 
bit shaft and place the eye bolt on the tape 
so it hangs off the shaft. 

I begin drilling in reverse which sets 
the tip of the bit into the wood without 
digging in. With the drill now in forward, 
I concentrate keeping the eye bolt centered 
on the tape. Doing this assures me that I 
am drilling level. If the eye bolt starts 
drifting toward the piece, I bring the rear 
of the drill down and if it starts drifting 
toward the drill, I raise it up. To keep me 
centered left and right I have a straight edge on the hole’s 
center mark to align the bit on.

While compact in size, this variable-position shave pony 
is loaded with adjustability features such as the option to 
use it while sitting or standing. This feature is achieved by 
cutting the bottom ends of the clamp head 13° (Photo 2) 
and angling the support bar’s carriage bolt adjuster at 13° 
(Photo 3). To drill this angle in the support bar after cutting 
the angle on the clamping head, turn it over and use it to 
hold the support bar at 13° (Photo 4). 

Materials

Timber—10 bf of 5/4 hard maple 

milled to a thickness of 1-1/8”.  

Fasteners

3 – 3/8 x 8” Hex Bolts 

2 – 5/16 x 2 1/2” Hex Bolts 

1 – 3/8 x 10” Hex Bolt 

3 – 3/8 Nylon Lock Nuts 

16 – 3/8 Fender Washers 

1 – 5/16” x 6” Carriage Bolt 

3 – 5/16” T-Nut 

Tooling leather 

Note:  I recommend hex bolts without 

threads all the way to prevent rubbing 

when the device pivots.  

1

2

3 4

59Guild of  New Hampshire Woodworkers



To accommodate the tangs on the T-Nut, first drill a 7/8˝ 
counter-bore hole 1/8˝ deep with a Forstner bit (Photo 5) 
followed by a 3/8˝ through-hole for the carriage bolt. Turning 
the carriage bolt adjusts the clamping head up or down for 
the user’s comfort. Many times, I use it in the standing 
position while shaping parts for ease of test fitting. Rather 
than repeatedly getting up off a shave horse, I can have a 
piece on my bench and simply reach over to try the part 
and if needed be right back to shaping. 

Those familiar with shave horses know how much the 
thickness of a piece changes as waste is removed and what 
that means operationally. At the start the user’s leg is drawn 
up close and as the dimension of the material changes, it 
is gradually pushed farther away from the user to pivot 
the clamping bar closer to the work support. Your leg 
can be extended for a considerable amount of time. The 
adjustments built into the pony’s design eliminates the 
extending of the leg with two adjustments to the clamping 
bar.

First, the hole in the clamp bar is drilled eccentrically so 
the distance from the pin to the surface is different on all 
four faces (Photo 6). This creates 1/2˝ difference in distance 
(increasing 1/8˝ for each face) from the clamp bar to the 
work support. This variability enables one to adjust for the 
changing dimensions of the workpiece simply by rotating 
the clamping bar from one face to another without any 
change in body geometry. If more clearance is needed for 
thicker material, the pin holding the clamping bar can be 
moved up or down in 1˝ increments and hold material up 
to 3¼˝ inches thick (Photo 7).

I focused primarily on the length of the pivoting 
uprights and foot pedal angle. I didn’t want the uprights 
pivoting too far forward which would have overextended 
my legs to exert enough pressure to hold the material safely 
in place while shaping. Additionally, I needed to find the 
correct angle of the foot pedal for the necessary forward 
pressure and a smooth release. 

There’s probably a mathematical formula for figuring that 
out, but that’s not my thing. By a process of trial and error, 
I determined that the length of the upright must be 3¼˝ 
above floor height and the resting angle of the foot-pedal 
must be 12°. For the latter adjustment, locate the holes of 
the uprights 11/8˝ from the bottom and 21/2˝ from the back 
edge. The foot pedal’s through-hole must be located 11/8˝ 
from the pedal bottom and 27/16˝ from the back edge. To 

eliminate slippage, I applied 
traction tape to the surface 
of the foot pedal (Photo 8). 

To aid in gripping material, I cut a V-groove down the 
center of the clamp head and applied 8 oz. tooling leather 
(available on Amazon) to the clamping head and bar. I 
worked a few pieces without leather and it held the 
material adequately but I had to apply more pressure to the 
foot-pedal. Tooling leather greatly reduces the required foot 
pressure and leg fatigue.

There are a few ways to mount my shave pony to a bench. 
An additional piece of wood can be added horizontally to 
the support bar and clamped in a vise or held to the bench 
with holdfasts. For now, mine is attached to a bench with 
F-style clamps. When not in use, I unclamp it and lean it 
against the wall out of the way. 

I also created a couple of rests for my spokeshaves on 
top of the uprights (Photo 9). I generally have a heavier set 
for initial stock removal and a finer set so it’s great to have a 
handy spot for them.

If you are interested in building my version of a variable-
position shave pony, write me at seasmokedesign@gmail.com 
for a measured drawing or any questions you may have. 
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I have always enjoyed turning pieces with natural defects 
such as cracks, bark inclusion and bug holes. These pieces 

tend to attract attention during shows and are good ways to 
engage with potential customers.

In this article, I will describe my method for adding 
bowtie inlays (also referred to as butterflies, pewas, 
dutchmen, etc) to a piece. The wood I used for the photos 
comes from a bird’s eye maple core—a 10˝ diameter center 
of a log that was used to create veneer sheets (Photo 1). The 
pith of the core was off-center and a crack formed along the 
length of the core. My goal was to turn an end-grain vessel 
using the entire diameter and to add bowtie inlays along 
the crack for strength and embellishment.

Process
The process for 

creating bowtie inlays 
for turned pieces is very 
similar to that used for 
flat stock—route the 
inlay, route the inlay 
recess and install the 
inlay into the recess. 
There are two primary 
differences—securing 
the template onto the 
piece during the recess 

routing and ensuring the inlay thickness is sufficient to 
accommodate the arc of the inlay recess location. I will 
address both of these topics in the sections that follow 
below.

Materials
The tools I use are shown in Photo 2—a plunge trim 

router with base, a router inlay kit, templates, hot glue, 
double-sided tape, wood glue and a chisel. Also shown is 
the walnut board used as the source for the bowtie inlays. 
This is a nice contrast against the lighter bird’s eye maple. 

I use a 3/4˝ board knowing I will not cut all the way 
through when routing the inlays. The templates are store 
bought and made of rigid acrylic. Custom-made templates 

by Bruce Trull
btwoodturning.com

Bowties
for Strength and Embellishment
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into the retainer nut guide (it required a bit of shifting of 
the base plate to line up). 

Once through, I tightened the router base screws, 
removed the centering bit and installed the down-cut spiral 
router bit. I then removed the bushing from the retainer 
nut in preparation for routing the inlays (Photo 4).

Making the Inlays
I placed the walnut board on the work surface and 

clamped in place. I then applied double-stick tape on the 
underside of the template and placed on the board. For 

can be created to expand the options for the inlay shapes as 
long as there is no flex in the template. The router inlay kit 
shown includes the down-cut carbide spiral bit, a retainer 
nut for fastening to the router base, a removable bushing 
added when cutting the recess that is removed when 
cutting the inlay and a centering bit to aid in centering 
the bit in the base.

Preparing the Piece
I prefer to apply inlays early in the turning process. For 

this piece I turned the exterior to the desired shape and 
then installed the inlays with the interior of the vessel still 
intact (Photo 3). This ensures a stable platform for routing 
the inlay recesses. 

Inlays can be applied to a piece that is already turned 
to finished wall thickness. However care must be taken 
to prevent wobbling while routing the recess and also 
to prevent blowout on the inside of the piece if the wall 
thickness is less than the desired inlay thickness.

With the exterior turned to finished shape, I determine 
how many inlays I want plus their size and location. For 
inlays that will be used for strengthening a crack, I plan 
for the inlay to be installed perpendicular to the crack 
with the center of the inlay roughly in the center of the 
crack opening. I will experiment with the various inlay 
templates to determine the placement of the inlays and 
the appropriate size. When I find the right template and 
location, I lightly mark the corners of the inlay template 
on the work piece. These marks will help set the template 
in place when routing the recess.

It is important when selecting the size and location of 
the inlay to consider the arc over which the recess will be 
routed. Any inlay must be thick enough to fill the routed 
recess from the high-point (center of the inlay) to the low-
point (end of the inlay). If the chosen template creates too 
large a delta, I will reduce the template size so the delta 
is less than the maximum depth my router inlay can cut. 

Setup
To prepare the router, I installed the inlay kit into the 

router base. With the router unplugged, I backed off the 
screws holding the router base in place so there was some 
minor play in the base. I then inserted the centering bit 
into the collet and attached the retainer nut onto the base. 
Next, I plunged the router so the centering bit could slide 
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I then remove the template 
from the piece by twisting 
it off. Most of the time 
the glue comes with it but 
sometimes I need to clean 
up any residual glue from 
the piece with a sharp chisel. 
I then put glue on the recess 
walls and base as well as on the inlay before securing it in 
place (Photo 12).

Before moving onto the next recess, I remove any 
remaining glue from the underside of the template. Repeat 
this process for each of the inlays to be installed.

Final Steps
I allow the glue to set up overnight before coming 

back to the piece and sanding down the high points at the 
corners of the inlays. At this point I can shear scrape and/or 
sand the piece as I normally would to complete the exterior. 
I then turn the interior mindful of the inlay thickness to 
ensure I don’t expose a portion of the inlay during the 
interior finishing cuts. 

As part of finishing I often sand or file the crack walls 
and exposed inlay sides to ensure smooth surfaces. I will 
also hand sand at each grit with the grain along the length 
of the inlay.

I hope this article inspires you to add inlays to your 
turning repertoire. They can add strength as well as beauty 
to a piece that may have otherwise been discarded. Always 
be extra cautious when turning material with defects. 
Cracks that are too deep may not be worth the risk and 
bark inclusions often have hidden dangers when the last 
bit of material holding a section of wood is removed and 
there is nothing left holding the bark back from flying off 
the piece. 

inlays that provide strength, I place the template such that 
the grain runs along the length of the inlay. 

With the bushing removed from the retainer nut, I place 
the router within the template with the guide resting on the 
inner edge. I then route along the perimeter in a clockwise 
manner. I usually make a couple of passes to reach the 
desired depth. I repeat this process for each inlay to be cut 
(Photo 5). Before reapplying the template to the board, I 
ensure there is no dust or debris on the template to ensure 
tight contact between the template and the board. 

To remove the inlays from the board, I take the board to 
the bandsaw and set up the fence for resawing the board to a 
depth that will just reach the bottom of the inlay (Photo 6). 
Using a push stick, I push the board along the fence and the 
inlays pop out cleanly (Photo 7).

Making the Inlay Recesses
I use the indexing jig on my lathe to fix the position of 

the recess location to face up to make the routing easier. 
With the same template used to route the inlays, I position 
the template to align with the corner marks on the piece 
made previously. This gives me a visual indicator as to how 
much hot glue will need to be applied onto the work piece 
in order for the template to be flat and secure (Photo 8). 

Set the template aside and apply glue just outside the 
four corner marks made on the piece. Depending on the 
location, I may apply the glue in a couple of stages to 
build up enough of a base to reach the underside of the 
template. With the final application of hot glue, I position 
the template back in place and apply slight pressure at the 
high point of the piece (Photo 9). I don’t apply pressure 
over the four glue points as it may cause some flex in the 
template which would affect the routed recess. 

After it rests for about a minute, I will test the template 
to make sure it doesn’t move at all. If it does move, I will 
apply more hot glue on the underside of the template until 
I’m satisfied it is secure.

With the template flat and secured in place, it is time 
to route the recess. With the bushing reinstalled on the 
retainer nut, I place the router within the template with the 
guide resting on the inner edge. 

Next, I plunge the router and move clockwise around 
the template before clearing out the interior of the recess. It 
is important to keep light but steady downward pressure on 
the router so it doesn’t lift from the template (Photo 10). I 
repeat this process until I reach the desired depth (Photo 11). 

10 11
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Until recently, I had never designed and built a chair. 
This lack of chairmaking experience was something 

that had bothered me for a number of years. There is a 
reverence for chairs within the world of furniture and I felt 
that my lack of chairmaking experience was a shortcoming 
as a furnituremaker. I knew that I needed and wanted to 
make a chair but the occasion to do so had not presented 
itself and I had not had the need to make one for myself. 
When the opportunity arose last summer to design (and 
eventually build) a pair of chairs to accompany a two-person 
dining table that I was designing for a client, I eagerly 
pursued the opportunity. But I was also apprehensive as I 
always am when endeavoring upon something I have never 
done before. I knew that a successful chair couldn’t be 
faked. A chair had to look good and also be comfortable—a 
somewhat intimidating undertaking for someone with no 
experience in chair design.

The photo above shows the completed chairs. They 
were delivered in January of 2021. Reaching this milestone 

caused me to reflect back on the process of making the 
chairs and I realized that there were certain aspects of the 
way I work that had proved tremendously valuable in what 
had started out as an intimidating (but exciting) assignment. 
And that’s what this essay is about—methods of work that 
I’ve been particularly focused on over the past few years that 
made it possible to successfully complete this commission.

Be Informed from the Beginning—When I’m about 
to embark on making a piece of furniture, the urge is to 
jump right in to design and build. And sometimes it’s okay 
to do so. But there are times when it makes sense to rein 
in that urge and spend time doing research. Because I was 
initially apprehensive about making these chairs, it was 
pretty easy to force myself to slow down and find out as 
much as I needed to about chair design and construction 
before jumping in. I consulted various resources to learn 
about standards in chair design, as well as the ways that 
others have designed and built them. I spent a fair amount 

on a Milestoneon a Milestone

by Mike Korsak
mikekorsak.com
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Methods of Work
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of time looking at images of chairs made by other makers 
to see what aspects of those chairs were appealing—or not. 
And I also sat in every chair I could find and paid close 
attention to the experience of sitting in each one. What 
made one chair more comfortable than another and how 
did different attributes of different chairs impact comfort 
and aesthetics. This last one—surveying chairs in real life—
was extremely helpful when it came time to make design 
decisions about the chairs I’d be building. 

Design is a Process—I cannot overstate just how 
valuable and important a design process is to my work. 
I started to get serious about design a number of years ago 
after I had devoted a few months to building a piece only 
to realize that there were aspects of the finished piece that I 
didn’t really like. That ruined the entire piece for me but it 
also made me vow to focus on improving my design skill so 
that I never felt that way about my work again.

When I made that vow to improve my design skill, I 
didn’t really know where to start. The one factor that 
drove my path to improvement was the need to see the 
finished piece before building the piece. This seemed like 
an impossible conundrum but really just meant that I 
had to figure out how to see a real-life representation of 
the finished piece before doing any building. The obvious 
solution was to embrace prototypes and mock-ups in 
addition to sketching, full scale drafting and, on occasion, 
CAD modeling. Back then, this was a hard sell because I 
was asking myself to be patient and disciplined enough to 
spend time up front, sometimes a fair amount of time, to 
design and build a full-size 3D representation (and allow 
myself to make subsequent revisions to that “model”) that 
had no real value outside of the design process. 

Once I realized that mock-ups and prototypes allowed 
me the freedom to really delve into a design and make 

mistakes, changes and tweaks, I completely embraced 
them as integral parts of a design process. Their value was 
especially evident when designing the chairs because the 
approach to design was slightly different in that the chairs 
had to be both comfortable and beautiful and there is 
absolutely no way to assess the comfort of a chair without 
actually sitting in it. But how could I sit in a chair that 
hadn’t been designed yet? To resolve the chicken versus egg 
scenario, I ended up first making a mock-up that allowed 
me to assess one single aspect of the chair design that I felt 
was most impactful on comfort—the shape of the chair 
back. Photo 1 shows the chair-back mockup after partial 
disassembly. The mockup originally had a seat, front legs 
plus side and front rails which were subsequently removed 
for use elsewhere. After that one aspect was determined, I 
built a full prototype which was substantially revised one 
time (Photo 2). I also made further tweaks to the rear leg 
design through additional leg prototypes.

Yes I invested a fair amount of time in the design process 
of these chairs, but that time was totally worth it for two 
main reasons. First, I could focus almost solely on the 
challenge of making, without worrying about the comfort 
or aesthetics of the finished chairs because I had already seen 
and sat in the finished piece in a sense. Second, and perhaps 
most important, I approached the build of the chair with a 
very high level of confidence. There were process challenges 
to overcome, but I had a lot of confidence in the outcome 
from the very beginning knowing I’d already built this chair 
once before.

Shaping by Hand—For whatever reason, I’ve never 
had much interest in using bearing-guided router bits and 
patterns to shape parts. I’m much more comfortable with 
using a pattern to trace the outline of a part, band-sawing 
the part and then doing final cleanup and shaping with 
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hand tools. A few years ago, I made a concerted effort to 
improve my hand-shaping skills. This wasn’t so much borne 
out of necessity but was simply a challenge to myself to get 
better.

I’m so glad that I pushed myself back then to get better 
at shaping parts because the chairs required a lot of it. In 
fact, just about every primary part required some amount 
of shaping via the process described above—trace a pattern, 
band saw and hand tool clean up. This is not meant to 
be a boast, but the shaping on the chair parts was really 
excellent—very accurate and precise. 

The proof came when assembling the crest rails to rear 
legs. Only a small amount of adjustment was needed on 
the tops of the rear legs to make those two surfaces (on each 
individual chair) coplanar to allow the crest rail (which had 
a flat bottom) to sit on the rear legs seamlessly (Photo 3). 
If my work in shaping the rear legs and cutting joinery in 
their tops (which was all derived from the leg pattern) had 
been at all sloppy, I’m sure that it could have been a major 
headache to fit those rear legs to crest rail joints. But, in a 
sense, I’d been preparing myself for that task for over the 
past few years.

Make the Things to Make the Things—Some time 
ago, when I was less experienced and less patient, I didn’t 
see much value in spending time on fancy jigs, complicated 
glue up cauls or complex machining setups. I just wanted 
to do whatever I was trying to do. I wouldn’t call it a 

“wing it” kind of mentality, but it was pretty relaxed and 
undisciplined. Years later, more experienced and a bit wiser, 
I know that approach was foolish. I may still grumble about 
it, but I now take as much time as is needed to design and 
build whatever setup or jig I feel is required to do whatever 
it is I’m trying to do.

A good example of this is cauls for glue ups. When it’s 
time to glue something up, I’m usually excited about the 
assembly and just want to jump right in. But experience 
has taught me that it is absolutely worth my time to design 
a setup for that particular glue up that will ensure success 
(Photo 4). Sometimes it’s fast and easy to do so, just a matter 
of protecting parts from clamp marks. Sometimes it’s quite 
a lot of work to figure something out. But I’ve had enough 
glue ups where something didn’t go quite right—not 
catastrophic, but not as smoothly as intended—that I won’t 
ever let myself be lazy and “wing it” again. I would much 
rather feel good about successfully assembling something 
or cutting some joinery than feeling upset at myself for 
making an inexcusable mistake.

When designing and building the chairs, I accepted 
that whatever time spent making jigs, etc. would be time 
well spent. And it was. And there was also a lot of time 
spent making the things that allowed me to make the 
chairs. During the design stage, I made patterns for all 
of the curved parts (4 or 5 different final patterns, not 
counting revisions). I made wedges for joinery, wedges for 
tapering legs and cauls for glue ups. The curved back splats 
required a bending form, as well as a somewhat involved 
jig for cutting tenons on their ends. Photo 5 shows most of 
the different “things” I needed to make the chairs. I have 
no idea how much time I spent making all of these things. 
Ultimately, though, it doesn’t matter to me because they all 
contributed to a successful completion of the chairs. And 
that’s all that really matters. 
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Pool cues are one of the few pieces of sports equipment 
that are still (mostly) made of wood and yet very few 

cue makers turn cues on a wood lathe. Almost without 
exception cue makers come from a machinist background, 
not woodworking. They rig up a router that travels on a 
track and strictly speaking, the cue is thus milled and not 
turned. They insist that you cannot make a cue with only 
a wood lathe and a machine lathe (metalworking lathe) is 
required to make screw threads and other operations. But 
I turn cues with a hand-held chisel and how I do this on a 
wood lathe while maintaining precision is the topic of this 
article.

There are many variations of pool, more correctly called 
pocket billiards. At one time pool/billiards was the biggest 
sport in America and Brunswick, manufacturing both 
tables and cues, was the largest consumer of furniture-grade 
hardwood in the world. In the UK and former British 
possessions from Hong Kong to Canada, the popular 
version is known as snooker. 

Snooker cues are traditionally one piece and fit into cases 
that are over five feet long. Americans are more sensible 
and make their cues in two pieces (the butt and the shaft) 
that screw together in the middle. This construction has a 
great influence on the balance and feel of an American cue 
because the joint hardware puts a lot of mass at the center. 
The presence of the joint also influences the way cues are 
made. American cues are made on lathes but traditional 

snooker cues are made with a hand plane—there is no lathe 
involved!

A cue maker is similar to a luthier in two ways. First, he 
combines wood, plastic (or ivory historically), metal and 
leather in a way that must function harmoniously. Second, 
the performance of a cue depends on the way it vibrates. 
That is, it bounces off the cue ball with a certain resilience 
as it propels the ball forward. The flexibility and weight 
distribution of the cue play a big role in determining how 
well it functions.

How to Prepare Wood
In 2000 a cue maker named Denis Diekman wrote 

From the Tree to the Cue. In this book he describes how he 
prepares wood for his cues in a process he calls “the river 
of wood.” This involves gradual thinning and turning 
of workpieces in stages that proceeds over many years. 
Diekman wrote, “While machines will help you build cues, 
it is your wood and how you treat it that will ultimately 
determine the quality and longevity of your efforts.” I have 
adopted his process because I know that it will give me the 
greatest probability that my cues will remain straight. A cue 
is nothing if it is not straight.

I start with dry wood prepared into blanks that are 1˝ for 
shafts and 11/2˝ for butts. I try to turn them into cylinders 
right away and these “billets” are hung from the ceiling and 
left to age for at least a year. Then the big-end is chosen and 

HOW TO MAKE A POOL CUE
With Only a Wood Lathe
Pool Cue

How to make a

by Jon Siegel
bigtreetools.comwith Only a Wood Lathe
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they are roughly tapered about ¼˝ oversize and hung up 
to be aged for another year. Then they are turned about 1/8˝ 
oversize and aged another year. When the wood is brought 
to the lathe for the final sizing it has already aged for at least 
three years. The parts deflect due to relief of internal stresses 
both in the turning stage and during the aging process. But 
in each turning step, the part is made straight again.

 
Riven Wood

Hundreds of years ago the bodgers who turned parts for 
Windsor chairs in the beech forests of England prepared 
their blanks by splitting (riving) sections of logs. This was 
much more efficient than trying to saw the wood because 
they simply did not have the equipment to do that. With 
this method the grain is perfectly parallel to the axis, a 
result that is rarely obtained on a sawmill. Because the grain 
of riven wood is always parallel to the workpiece, it is much 
stronger and stays straighter than sawn wood. 

Perhaps this explains why so many Windsor chairs from 
centuries ago still survive. In modern times, riven wood 
is employed by craftspeople making Windsor chairs but 
has largely vanished as a method of preparing blanks for 
commercial products — except for sports equipment — and 
in particular, baseball bats. One company, Leatherstocking 
Hand Split Billet Co. (leatherstockinghandsplits.com) in 
Oneonta, NY make such riven blanks and I use their 
material for my cues. 

Riving wood is the only way to prepare blanks that 
are parallel to both the radial and the tangential grain. 
Straightness and parallelism of the grain to the axis of the 
workpiece is a crucial factor in selecting wood for pool cues. 
As far as I know, I am the only cue maker who uses riven 
wood.

How to Ensure Accuracy
Accuracy is achieved by choosing correct work holding 

and tool holding methods.
Workpieces are turned between centers with zero or near 

zero force from the tailstock. This allows the workpiece to 
assume its natural shape. The steady-rest can be applied 
after some part has been “free turned”—not distorted by 
a chuck or a steady-rest (Photo–Free Turning). Best results 
are obtained in the final stages by driving the work between 
centers with a dog as opposed to a spur center, because this 
method allows the force from the tailstock to be zero or 
near zero (Photo–Dog Drive).

Free Turning

Free turning is the 
condition in which the 
work is held between 
centers with zero or 
near zero force from the 
tailstock and the work 
is not connected to a 
chuck or a steady rest 
that could deflect it. I start by free turning a spot for the steady-
rest that is as close to the middle as I can accomplish while 
coping with workpiece vibration. Then the steady-rest is moved 
in steps, ultimately getting near the middle which is ideal. In the 
photo you can see the steady-rest ready to be applied as soon as 
there is a true spot for it to be placed.

Dog Drive

With this kind of drive, 
there is none of the 
deflection that can be 
caused by a chuck. With 
zero or almost zero force 
from the tailstock, the 
result is work that is as 
straight as possible.

Drilling from 
Tailstock

The workpiece is turned 
close to its finished size 
and thoroughly aged 
before this step because 
after drilling you can no 
longer move the centers.

Tap Held in Chuck

In this photo the tap is 
3/8 - 16 to receive the 
weight bolt (all tapping 
is done similarly). Run 
the tap under power by 
floating the tailstock to 
make sure it is true and 
straight, then if you need 
to go deeper, do it by 
hand.

Drilling into the end of workpieces is done from the 
tailstock with the work in a three-point steady-rest. This 
process is used for drilling, tapping and threading with dies 
(Photos–Drilling from Tailstock & Tap Held in Chuck).
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Checking Runout of 
Joint Collar

After the joint collar 
has been installed, the 
runout should be small 
enough to easily turn 
and true-up by hand: 
less than 0.004” total.

Shaft 
Dimensions

This graph shows 
the diameter of 
the shaft from 
the joint (0.840”) 
on the left, to the 
tip (12.5 mm) on 
the right.

Bring the workpiece to nearly the final size before 
installing the joint hardware. Final truing and sizing steps 
are done using the hardware as the true center.

The straightness of the joint is guaranteed when the 
mating faces are trued with the pieces held between centers 
in the final step.

When running taps or dies from the tailstock, 
concentricity of the thread is the goal. I find that total 
runout of less than 0.004˝ is easily achieved with the 
method described here (Photo–Checking Runout of Joint 
Collar). After threading, the hardware or centering pin 
becomes the new center and concentricity is thus corrected 
in the final stage.

Shaft Dimensions
Decorations on the butt may be eye catching, however it 

is the shaft that determines how a cue performs. Weighing 
only 4 oz. (of the 19 oz. total), the flexibility and resilience 
of the shaft are critical. Shafts are almost universally made 
from hard maple. The graph (Figure–Shaft Dimensions) 
show the dimensions of the shaft at every point as measured 
from the joint. The curve is basically hyperbolic and the 
amount it deviates from a straight line at the mid-point 
(about 1/10˝) is the most crucial factor that determines the 
flexibility and performance of the shaft. Tip diameters are 
always specified in millimeters and for American cues they 
range from 12 mm to 13 mm while Europeans like them 
thinner. 

Using Taps and Dies
When threading wood with a die it is best to make the 

wood about 0.025˝ undersize. Even though this reduces the 
depth of thread engagement, it allows the die to cut the 
wood more cleanly so it’s a good trade-off (Photo–Threads 
Cut with Die). Run the die forward only and before 
backing off, expand the die so it is loose, then unscrew it 
(Photo–Threading with Die). 

Before using a tap or a die in wood, coat the surface with 
a thin layer of super-glue or epoxy and let it cure thoroughly 
before threading (Photos–Die Holder in Tailstock, Threads 
in Shaft, Tap Held in Chuck).

Notes on Tips
The invention of the leather tip around 1800 changed 

billiards because it allowed players to manipulate the cue ball. 
The application of chalk to the tip keeps it from skidding off 

Threads Cut with 
Die

This shows the quality of 
threads that can be cut 
with a die. Some types 
of wood threads are 
better than others.

Threading with Die

The die in the holder is 
attached to the tailstock 
which is not clamped 
but floating and allowed 
to move as the die feeds 
itself. After the die is run 
onto the work it should 
be expanded with the 
adjusting screw (seen in the photo) and then the die is removed. 
This is one advantage of split adjustable dies.
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the cue ball at those times when the ball is struck off-center 
(which is most of the time). In recent decades there has 
been an almost universal shift to laminated tips that consist 
of 6 to 12 thin layers of leather glued together. Even though 
I am in the minority on this point, I do not like layered tips 
because glue does not hold chalk as well as leather. 

Tips cost between $1 and $25—a fact that is difficult 
to explain. They are offered in a range of hardness. Hard 
tips keep their shape longer and require less maintenance. 
Soft tips grip the cue ball better resulting in fewer “miscues” 
(cue skidding off the ball), but they may mushroom over 
time and require reshaping.

Turning Plastics
Several of the cue parts are plastic such as the joint rings, 

butt caps and ferrules. Phenolic plastic reinforced with linen 
fiber has been the traditional material for 70 years but many 
other types of plastic may be used. These are easily turned 
with negative rake scrapers similar to those used on brass. 
Be aware that the dust from these materials is harmful to 
breathe and you need to take precautions.

Conclusion
The metal screws and sleeves are the only parts of the 

pool cue that can’t be made on a wood lathe and these parts 
are easily purchased. If you are a woodturner and you have 
a suitable lathe then you can make your own cue. There is 
nothing more satisfying than running the table with a cue 
you made yourself. 

Threads in Shaft

This is the big end 
of the shaft and is 
threaded 7/16 - 20 to 
receive the brass shaft 
insert.

Die Holder in 
Tailstock

I made this die holder 
to fit the #2 Morse in 
my lathe tailstock, but 
many die holders are 
available that have 
straight shanks to fit 
into drill chucks. In this 
photo you can clearly see the glue coating (cured) on the part to 
be threaded.

Back End

Tapped 3/8 - 16, 
countersunk 82° for 
flat-head screw (weight 
bolt).

Cue Hardware

Clockwise from top: 
Screws, shaft inserts, 
weight bolts, joint 
collars. I make all of 
these parts myself, but 
you can buy them from 
many sources.

Joint Assembly

The joint collar is brass, 
threaded 5/8 - 18. The 
black phenolic joint 
ring is reinforced 
with linen fiber. Ash 
is threaded to receive 
parts, and all are glued 
with epoxy.

Turning Brass

Turning brass on a 
wood lathe is easy, but 
requires a light touch. 
Use a scraper with big 
negative rake because 
brass is “grabby”. After 
truing up the brass 
collar with a chisel, use 
a flat file to straighten out the line.

Using a Scraper 
Plane

Using small plane, or 
in this case a scraper 
plane, to straighten 
out the line combines 
the advantages of the 
planing method used 
by snooker cue makers with the turning method of the American 
cue makers. After making a flat with the plane, the work is turned 
to this line.
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WHAT YOU NEED

I make all my own hardware, screws, 

etc. because I have two metal 

turning lathes (machine lathes) that 

have screw cutting capability. But you 

don’t have to do this because there 

are many companies that sell cue 

hardware (see below). 

The type of joint I use is the old 

Brunswick design: 0.840” joint diameter, 

5/16” - 14 steel screw affixed to the butt 

that screws into a brass insert in the 

shaft; brass joint collar, black joint rings. 

This design was used by Brunswick for 

75 years and later adopted by many 

other cue makers.

You will need a lathe with about a 

42” length capacity and a steady rest to 

fit that lathe. Even though the workpiece is only 29” long, you need the extra 

length to accommodate the drill chuck in the tailstock plus the tool you are 

using in that chuck. Your lathe need not be heavy duty since the work is only 

1-1/2” diameter or less. You will also need a drill chuck on a Morse taper shank 

to fit the tailstock of your lathe. In this chuck you will place drills, taps and die 

holders.

There are a number of special tools you will need such as taps and dies. 

A “cue maker’s tap” is 5/16” diameter with 14 threads per inch and is available 

from suppliers of cue parts. 

• Tap for joint screw: 5/16 x 14
• Tap for shaft insert: 7/16 - 20
• Die for joint collar: 5/8 - 18
• Die for butt cap: 3/4 - 16
• Tap for butt cap: 3/4 - 16
• Tap for weight screw: 3/8 - 16
• Centering pin for joint screw
• Centering pin for weight screw

Shaft Inserts

I make the shaft inserts 
with 5/16 - 14 thread 
inside, and 7/16 - 20 
thread outside. I make 
the chamfer 60° so it fits 
the lathe centers.

Weight Screws

I buy these stainless-
steel screws, then I 
machine the heads, 
which includes a tapped 
hole to receive the #8 
screw that holds the 
rubber bumper. Final 
weight of the cue can 
be adjusted by using various length or material for the weight 
bolts.

WHAT CUE PARTS TO BUY
• Joint collars (usually brass or stainless steel)
• Joint screws 5/16 - 14
• Shaft inserts, brass, 7/16 - 20 thread outside, 

5/16 - 14 thread inside
• Material for joint rings (tube): 7/8 diameter, 

usually with 5/8 inside hole
• Material for butt caps: 1-3/8 diameter
• Material for ferrule (white):  9/16 diameter
• Rubber bumper (usually affixes with #8 screw)
• Leather tip (14 mm diameter)
• Weight screws 3/8 - 16 flat head screws

SOURCES
• Prather Cue—prathercue.com
• Atlas Billiard Supplies—cuestik.com
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Wood 
The walnut was given to me by Mark, a friend who also happens to be a neighbor. He 

got the wood from his former boss who had it stored in his garage for 40 years. I’m guessing 
it’s dry by now. The boards averaging 12 feet in length were rough cut and not very straight 
and somewhat twisted. I chopped it into manageable lengths. The longest straight piece was 
about 4 feet long. In return for the wood I made Mark a small floor mounted cabinet/book 
shelf for his foyer. The boards are a mix of dark and light-colored sections. 

Design
I first experimented making some segmented yarn bowls—Mark got one for his wife. 

At first I segregated the light and dark walnut sections and then random mixing them. I 
really liked the random look. I then experimented with adding vertical maple segments 
between the walnut. In my opinion using commercially bought maple veneer at 0.025˝ 
was too small. I then tried shop made holly veneer at 0.122˝ and found them in your 
face—too large. I then tried and settled on shop made maple veneers at 0.052˝—just right. 

Creativity Within

by Claude Dupuis
canterburyturnings.com
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I added horizontal veneers between each row of segments. 
My newly purchased Jet drum sander was pretty handy 
in making of the veneers (Photo 2). You can see some of 
the yarn bowl video experiments on the Guild YouTube 
Channel. Now that I have the brick lay design complete it’s 
time for the vase drawing. For the interior boxes I keep the 
same exterior elements only in reverse. 

Drawing
 I based the vase size and shape on a tin vase I’ve been 

eyeing for years. It’s one I own that sets alongside the 
fireplace. I had this shape in mind during the yarn bowl 
experiments.  

The segment sizes are different than that of the yarn bowls 
because of their scale differences. The yarn bowl segments 
were about 1/2˝ in height whereas the vase segments are 
about 7/8˝ in height. The drawing is full scale. 

Only using the basic dimensions of the tin vase, I used 
ships curves to fill in the gaps. This rarely happens but the 
curves were subtle enough that I was able to make all the 
walnut strips the same depth. 

I wanted the finished piece to have a wow factor, to 
create something unexpected. I decided to thread the vase 
halves and add a set of three hidden boxes inside. The box 
thread design came later in the form of sketches at the 
kitchen table. The three boxes needed to thread into one 
another so they could be lifted out of the vase as a unit. 

I first thought the box walls needed to be halved 
(Photo 33) but with a ¼˝ wall thickness or even a 3/8˝ 
thickness was not going to work. Photo 34 shows sketch 
#2 where the upper box is threaded into the inside of the 
lower box—still a pretty complex piece to make. Photo 35 
is a sketch of the lid of the top box with extraction knob. 
The knob ended up different than the sketch but the 
concept was there. The knob space was limited by the space 
created by the upper vase section where I added a “floor” 
(Photos 30-31) to protect the boxes from the above view, 
dust, dirt or the possible insertion of dried flowers. 

Technical Data
Woods used: Walnut and Maple

Measures 25˝ tall and has a diameter ranging 

from 21/2˝ to 7˝

The vase is designed with 882 segments

Three Interior Boxes
Woods used: Maple and Walnut 

Bottom box measures 5˝ tall with a outside 

diameter of 37/16˝ and inside diameter of 23/4˝

Segments: 91

Center box measures 4¼˝ tall by (same as bottom)

Segments: 81

Top box with lid measures 15/8˝ tall by (same as 

bottom) 

Box Segments: 41, Lid segments: 41

Total segments: 1,136

1
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Build
I discovered an efficiency during the yarn bowl builds. 

I was cutting, end taping and gluing the horizontal veneer 
segments separately (Photos 6-7). I instead glued the veneer 
strips to the walnut strips prior to cutting them to length 
(Photos 3-5). This saved a lot of time but it meant that 
the vertical veneers would break the plane of the horizontal 
veneers (Photo 9). After some contemplation, I decided I 
was OK with that and proceeded to build segmented rings 
per the plan (Photos 8-12A). 

I cut the segments on a miter saw and got it dialed 
in where I have very few adjustments for a perfect ring 
fit. I set up a second miter saw for straight cuts. I used a 
strip of wood with a spring clamp hold-down to cut the 
vertical veneers to length (Photos 10-11). Although I have 
a newly acquired drum sander, I found the small rings were 
not easily sanded with it and resorted to the 48 x 6 belt 
sander (Photo 12). Following the belt sander, the flatness is 
checked by putting pencil marks on the side being flattened 
(Photo 13) and sanding it by hand on 80 grit sandpaper 
glued to a piece of plywood (Photo14). 

I’ve developed a good system for centering rings on the 
piece’s axis. Using card stock type cardboard, I measure the 
diameter of the ring being centered. Draw that circle on 
the cardboard. Place the ring on the cardboard centered in 
the circle. Using the center point of that circle you now 
have the axis point (center) of the ring (Photo 15). I refer 
to it as the axis point because this is very important when 
it comes to lathe work. In theory, it’s the perfect center of 
a spinning piece. 

Now measure the diameter of the ring it’s being glued 
to and holding it from moving on the cardboard, draw that 
circle on the ring. In order to get a near accurate diameter 
you will have to offset the pencil in the compass (Photo 16). 
I show this procedure in a short video posted on the Guild 
YouTube Channel. 

When possible, I use glue blocks held with CA glue to 
hold the segments centered (Photo 18) during the glue up. 
Glue blocks are not possible when the segmented rings get 
to about the same size. I round the vase ring close in size to 
the next ring to be glued and hold them flush at the press all 
the while aligning the brick lay joints. I forgot to mention 
that I always start a segmented piece mounted on a face 
plate/glue block (Photo 18). By using a faceplate the piece 
will turn true every single time. The piece will be on and off 
the lathe for each and every ring. One, to flatten the ring 
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creating a perfect 90 degrees to axis and two, to true the 
exterior of the ring centering the circumference perfectly 
on the axis. In (Photos 19-20) you see a newly glued ring 
to the piece. Note that the previous rings have been turned 
true, meaning that the outside diameter is now perfectly 
centered on the turning axis. Each newly added ring is 
turned trued and flattened. Check the face of the ring (top) 
using a straight edge to be sure there are no gaps at heal 
or toe of the ring. When done accurately the horizontal 
surface will be a perfect 90 degrees to the axis. 

All this fuss ties back to how accurately your bricks 
are laid out. The more accurate here the better the brick 
alignment. I’ve accentuated the brick joints with veneer so 
this becomes critical. Following the plan the process gets 
repeated over and over until you have a vase starting to 
show some shape (Photos 21-22). 

With the two halves rough turned marry them end to 
end on the lathe and finish turn the exterior (Photos 23-24). 
Separate them and finish turn the interiors. 

Now the fun part begins. Starting with the lower 
vase section I figured that the walnut might not be the 
hardest for wood threads so I built a maple segmented 
ring (Photo 25). Fit and glue the ring in place. Turn it 
down to size (Photo 26). Cut a recess (shop made tool) 
required as a release for the threading tool (Photo 27). Cut 
the threads (Photo 28). This takes a little practice so if you 
have never done it, practice on a test piece first. 

Now for the male upper threaded section (Photo 29). 
This piece (Photos 30-31) had to have the perfect fitting 
thread to the bottom section, a perfect diameter to the 
upper vase section and a perfect depth for a snug fit to hold 
the upper vase “floor” in place. This took three tries to get. 
The problem was the threaded part all three times. I finally 
got the third to fit right—not enough prior practice. 

With the vase halves complete they were screwed 
together for a final exterior turning. Finish sanded inside 
and out. Waterlox applied using a pair of surgical locking 
pliers (Photo 32). 

Three Interior Boxes
For the interior boxes I chose the exterior contrasting 

wood maple and used walnut as the contrasting wood. I 
drew a series of sketches (not to scale) to understand how 
these would be attached to each other (see Drawing). For 
these small boxes I used CA to attach it to the glue block. 
That’s the great advantage of CA. It is brittle and breaks 
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or shears off with a sharp surgical blow using a five in one 
painters tool or putty knife. Starting with the tallest bottom 
box was simple enough—CA at the base and interior 
thread at the top. Remember to offset the joints brick lay 
(Photo 37). I sized the exterior to fit the opening in the 
lower vase. Then I finish sanded—done. Snap the glue joint 
followed by a little cleanup—done (Photo 38). 

Now the center box was a little more complex. I needed 
male threads at the bottom and female threads at the 
top. Where to start? I started by making the bottom male 
threads, a solid maple piece on a glue block with CA. With 
the treads complete and test fitted I reverse chucked this 
piece by using a glue block with a recess snug fitted to the 
size of the threads held with CA (Photos 36-39). Same 
with top box that needed a threaded cover for lifting the 
entire connected boxes out of the vase. The finished boxes 
were inserted (Photo 42) and we are in the finishing stages 
(Photo 43).

Finish
The exterior of both top and bottom sections of the vase 

were completely finished with several coats of Waterlox. I 
sanded using 0000 steel wool between coats. Then I buff 
using the Beal three step buffing system (Photo 44). This 
was done on the lathe prior to cutting them off their glue 
blocks. The upper section was a bit tricky as I had to chuck 
it up with expanding chuck jaws in the finished recess. Too 
much pressure could crack the piece and not enough could 
send the piece flying off the lathe. Either of course would 
be disastrous and had that happened, you would not be 
reading this. 

The vase top end was held using my shop built steady 
rest being careful that it turned true prior to starting. As 
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a precaution, I wrapped 
the chuck and vase section 
with stretch packing plastic 
(Photo 45). Not only did I 
have to cut off the glue 
block/face plate, but the 
upper section interior had 
not yet been turned to final 
thickness (Photo 46). 

Success followed by 
finishing. 



78 Spring 2021—Issue No. 30

Over the years I have seen lots of content that shows 
people how to build a form and press a bent laminated 

panel, but significantly less instruction on how to square 
up and cut that panel to size once it’s out of the mold. I 
recently had an opportunity to teach a Zoom workshop for 
the Rochester NY Woodworkers Association on working 
with bent laminations. Part one of the workshop was on 
making the forms and laminating the components. Part 
two was about cutting and joining the components. The 
following is adapted from that workshop and specifically 
deals with wide-panel laminations that might be used as 
cabinet doors or case components. 

For many of the steps in this process we will be using 
the same form that was used to make the panel. As such, it 
is extremely important that the form be built precisely with 
straight edges and square sides. If the form is out of square, 
the final panel will be out of square too. It’s also useful to 
have a center line on the form that can be transferred onto 
the panel.

Step one is to establish an edge through the curve that 
is perpendicular to the height of the panel. It’s tempting to 
assume that the panel as it comes off the form is already 
roughly square and just needs to be cleaned up and ripped 
to width on the tablesaw. Problems arise from this approach 
if the lamination twisted slightly on the form as it was 

pulled down in the press. This results in edges that can be 
pretty far from square. Because we took care to build our 
form, we can use it in combination with a template cutting 
fence on the bandsaw to establish this important first edge.

The template fence is just a straight piece of wood 
(I’m using 1/2˝ baltic birch here) with a notch that fits around 
the bandsaw blade. To set it up place a straight edge ruler 
on the right hand side of the blade and move the fence up 
to it so that the blade sits inside the notch. Try to place the 
fence slightly over the edge of the blades so that it won’t cut 
into the form. A good test for this is to manually advance 
the blade and check to make sure it is not in contact with 
your ruler. As long as it’s not hitting the ruler, you are good 
and can clamp the fence to the bandsaw table.

Now we need to clamp the panel down to the form with 
one edge protruding past the side. I like to use a ratchet 
strap threaded through the form for this. Before pulling 
the strap tight, double check that the panel is sitting flat 
and true on the curve of the form. You don’t need to be 
cutting much off here. Just enough to square up the edge. 
Once you have the panel secured to the form, just turn on 
the saw and run the edge of the form along the template 
guide. Everything to the left of the guide and blade will be 
neatly removed.

Cutting 
Wide Panels

Bend to SizeBend to Size
by Owain Harris

harriscabinetmaker.com



79Guild of  New Hampshire Woodworkers

To remove the bandsaw marks from the edge, you can 
take a light pass on the jointer. Just be sure to hold the 
panel square to the fence so you don’t knock it back out of 
square. With this square edge established, you can now take 
it to the tablesaw and rip it to final width.

For any project that involves curved components, its 
really important to have accurate, full-sized drawings that 
can be used to layout the various cuts and joinery. For this 
example, I have drawn out our cabinet sides and curved 
doors complete with a center line on a piece of 1/2˝ MDF. I 
line up the edge of the panel on the drawn curve and center 
line, and then transfer the intersection of the cabinet side on 
both the front and back of the panel on both ends. Connect 
these two lines across the end of the panel to establish the 
angle needed to cut the panel to size. 

Now we can put the panel back on the form to cut these 
angles. I can’t use the strap here to secure the panel to the 
form so instead I drill a couple of holes in the side and hold 
the panel in place with clamps. Hang the panel off of the 
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edge of the form and clamp it down. To figure out the angle 
for the cut, line up a bevel gauge with your layout line and 
then transfer that angle to your tablesaw blade. I am using 
a left-tilt tablesaw here. If you have a right-tilt saw, you can 
sometime set up the fence on the other side of the blade 
or use a jig in the miter slots to make these cuts instead of 
the fence. 

With the angle set on the saw, adjust the position of the 
fence so that when you run the edge of the form against 
it, the blade lines up with your layout line. Make sure the 
blade height is adjusted correctly and then make the cut. 
Repeat this process to make the cut on the opposite side of 
the panel.

The last cut to make is directly down the center of the 
panel to split it into two doors. For this cut you can use 
whatever crosscut sled rig you have for your tablesaw and 
one handy little gizmo—a digital angle gauge. There are 
several brands available. I like the Tilt-Box II made by 
Beall Tools. 

For easier viewing, make sure that your center line on 
the panel is transferred to the inside of the curve. To set up 
the cut, get your cross-cut sled in place and zero out the 
angle gauge to the bed of the sled. Put the panel in the sled, 
with the center line at the blade and place the angle gauge 
directly over the line. You can now manipulate the angle 
of the panel until the angle gauge reads zero. I use a block 
of wood under the panel end to help me locate the correct 
angle. Then clamp the panel to the sled fence. 

By locating the angle gauge at zero over the center line, 
you know that the cut will be made through the panel, 
parallel to the two end cuts. Once you have the panel 
clamped in place, double check the reading on the angle 
gauge and make the cut. Be sure to hold onto the off-cut 
side of the panel as you finish the cut so that it doesn’t fall 
into the blade.

And the cuts are all made. For the sake of this 
demonstration, I have cut to final size based off of my 
layout drawing. In reality, you would most likely be adding 
a hardwood lipping to the panels and then veneering the 
faces, in which case the panel would need to be cut smaller 
to accommodate the thickness of the lippings. 

The process for making the cuts would be exactly the 
same. Just lay out the drawing to include the lippings and 
transfer the layout lines to the panel in the same way. This 
process is not just for doors. All of these techniques can be 
adapted to cutting a wide variety of curved parts. 
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Construction—I approached the build very methodically. 
I purchased all the cherry lumber at Highland Hardwoods. 
After allowing it to acclimate in my shop for several weeks, 
I began the milling process. Everything was milled to the 
necessary thickness and sanded to 220 grit. 

I cheated a little since I used my drum sander to sand 
everything to the same thickness after a trip through the 
jointer and planer. The legs are glued up and a taper was 
milled into the lower portion of the legs. I milled all the 
lumber for the chest carcass to 3/4˝ thick. I decided to 
make the top thicker and used 5/4 stock. While it makes 
the top heavier it also adds strength to it. The lumber for 
the top was cut oversize and edge glued using #10 biscuits. 
Once the glue had dried I cut the top down to finished 
size—Photo 1.

There are no screws or nails holding the chest together. 
The legs are connected to the front, rear and side panels 
through the use of loose tenons. I used the jig I made when 
I built the ash chest to cut the mortises into the legs. I used a 
5/16˝ spiral up-cut bit and cut all the mortises in the legs and 
end slats for the panels. The loose tenons were made from 
cherry milled to 5/16˝ thick then sanded to leave enough 
space for glue. The 
edges were rounded 
with a 5/16˝ round 
over bit on my 
router table then 
cut to the necessary 
lengths. 

I had a checklist 
of all the parts, the 
sizes required and 
the number of each 
piece. I grouped all 

My wife is an avid quilter, just as I am an 
avid, albeit amateur, woodworker. For 

her birthday I decided to build a blanket chest for 
the master bedroom where she could store some of her 

favorite quilts.
I have been a subscriber to Wood Magazine for 

approximately 15 years and saved all of the back issues 
that I received. There is a plan in one issue that was exactly 
what I was looking for. This chest is larger than most other 
blanket chests that are usually available. The case is 43˝ in 
length and 23˝ in depth. In fact, this is not the first time 
that I have built this chest. 

Our son bought a house in New Hampshire a few years 
ago and asked me to build his furniture for him. Originally 
we were from Connecticut and when our son was three 
years old, he helped me plant two dozen ash trees on our 
property. Fast forward 30 years and the area was being 
infested with the Emerald Ash Borer. Before they destroyed 
our ash trees we had them cut down. The lower trunk 
portions of a number of them were of sufficient size the I 
brought them to a local sawmill and had them cut into 5/4 
lumber. I dried the lumber in our barn attic and used the 
lumber from the trees to build him the chest. 

The plan in Wood Magazine calls for the use of ¼˝ 
plywood for the panel centers. However I was unable to 
locate ash plywood. I ended up milling the lumber I had to 
make the panels out of ash. That chest now resides in our 
son’s home and is destined to become a family heirloom.

When it came time to build the blanket chest for my 
wife I knew I wanted to build it out of cherry. I really like 
working with cherry and didn’t have any ash left anyway. 
Now I’ve been a bowl turner for over twenty years and have 
turned several cherry bowls. I enjoy how the wood darkens 
with age giving it depth and warmth.

by Raul “Skip” Camejo

1

Blanket Chest
Cherry
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the like pieces together and used blue 
tape as a sticky note with the part 
number and quantity to keep everything 
organized—Photo 2.

I glued the front, rear and end panels 
together leaving the plywood inserts 
floating in a ¼˝ dado—Photos 3, 4, 5. Once the panels 
were set I cut a piece of plywood for the bottom of the chest 
and used #10 biscuits to connect the bottom to the front, 
rear and side panels. 

This is where things got interesting as I had to glue the 
biscuits, panels, legs and loose tenons all together. I glued 
the tenons into the legs and then to the side panels. When 
those were set I glued the front panel to one end then the 
other side panel to the other end of the front panel. Working 
quickly, the rear panel was glued into place—Photos 6-7. 

Even though this chest is intended for interior use only, 
I used Titebond III glue as the open time is longer than 
Titebond II. With all the biscuits and loose tenons I needed 
all the open time I could get. I clamped the chest together 
and ensured that the frame was square. The final touch for 
the body of the chest was a 2˝ wide lip that ran around the 
entire top—Photos 8-9. 

I connected the top to the chest with standard 3˝ brass 
hinges. I made a jig to use with my router and a ¼˝ up-cut 
router bit to cut all the mortises for the hinges. I sanded the 
entire chest to 320 grit then used a cabinet scraper on the 
top. I eased all the edges on the top and legs to break the 
sharp edges with a block plane—Photo 10.

Finishing—I knew from the get-go that I did not want 
a glossy polyurethane or other slick plastic looking finish. 
I wanted to retain the natural look of the wood as well as 
the feel so that if someone ran their hand on the wood they 
would feel the texture. 
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I considered shellac. I’ve used it before on other 
furniture projects where I applied it as a French polish, 
but that was still too shiny and plastic looking for what 
I wanted. I researched other choices including tung oil, 
boiled linseed oil, danish oil, Arm-R-Seal and several other 
commercially available finishes. I narrowed my choices 
down to danish oil, a home made combination of shellac/
linseed oil/alcohol, straight boiled linseed oil and finally a 
home made combination of linseed oil/mineral spirits/satin 
polyurethane. 

I sanded several pieces of cherry that were left over from 
build to 320 grit to match the chest. I applied the various 
finish choices to the pieces and let them dry. I finally 
decided on a combination finish first applying two coats of 
boiled linseed oil to the chest. I saturated the chest and let 
the oil soak in for 20 minutes. Then I wiped it all down and 
allowed the first coat to dry for 48 hours. 

I applied the second coat of straight linseed oil using the 
same method and let it dry for another 48 hours. I then 
mixed a combination of boiled linseed oil, mineral spirits 
and satin polyurethane in a 1:1:1 ratio. I applied this finish 
to the body of the chest with a foam brush letting it soak in 
for 20 minutes, then wiped off the excess—Photo 11. 

For the top I saturated it with the finish and used 0000 
steel wool to rub the mixture into the wood. After it was 
thoroughly rubbed in I wiped off the excess and allowed 
everything to dry for three days. I then scuff sanded 
with 400 grit sandpaper and applied another coat of my 
linseed oil/mineral spirits/polyurethane mix, rubbing it in 
again with 0000 steel wool—Photo 12. 

Now I will be the first to admit that I don’t always know 
what I’m doing. This is the first time I have ever used boiled 
linseed oil on a wood project. I really was not sure if I was 
applying it the correct way but the internet is your friend. 

I read a great deal about rubbing in using steel wool so I 
figured I would give it a shot. I’m glad I did as I could not 
have been happier with the end result of the finish. The 
wood is silky smooth when you run your hand across it but 
it’s well protected with four coats of finish. Four coats may 
have been overkill but I’m the type of person who when 
something requires two nails, I use four screws. My final 
step on the top was to apply a coat of Briwax natural wax to 
add a bit more protection.

My wife is happy with her birthday gift and it has 
already found it’s home in our master bedroom. She had it 
full within 10 minutes after it came in to the house. 

I started my woodworking journey in 1980 

when I built my son’s crib in a basement 

workshop using handheld tools. Over the years 

as my experience grew so did the size of my 

workshops. After moving to New Hampshire I 

added a detached building at my home with a 

dedicated woodworking shop that keeps me 

busy in retirement. 

I consider myself an advanced home 

hobbyist and journeyman woodworker. I 

have been a bowl turner for over 20 years 

as well as furniture maker. I am currently 

learning to master the skew chisel to do more 

spindle turning. After attending the Mount 

Sunapee show in 2018 and seeing the quality 

and variety of woodworking presentations 

by Guild members, I joined the Guild of NH 

Woodworkers. 
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Not many of us like sanding as part of woodworking 
but it is a necessary process most of the time. It might 

be to remove marks left by a planer or saw blade, getting 
a panel accurately flat and thick, or softening an edge. 
Sanding might even be used in shaping a sculpted piece. 

Hand sanding is usually the final process but much 
of the preliminary work can be done very efficiently with 
stationary machines. In the small shop, there are many 
different configurations of machine sanders. I looked 
around my shop and counted six sanding machines. All are a 
little different from each other and used for different things. 
This does not include the one that is part of my sharpening 
system. All of these are of a size that is appropriate for small 
shops. 

There are some machines that really don’t fit into most of 
our shops. A 20˝ disk sander or a 37˝ wide belt and others 
like this are better suited to large commercial shops. Most 
of these sanders can be used for deburring and cleaning up 
metal as well as conventional woodworking and in my shop 
that is the case. 

Horizontal Belt Sander

One of the first sanding 
machines I added to 
my shop was a 6˝ x 89˝ 
belt sander. This machine 
has a fixed flat table and the 
belt and platen can be angled 
(although I have it set at 
exactly 90°) and is useful for 
getting straight edges for glue 
joints and for squaring up ends 
using a miter gauge in the miter slot. 
Also, the drum on the end does a nice job of shaping curved 
surfaces, both concave and convex. There are upgraded 
models that have a belt and platen that oscillate. This will 
extend belt life and reduce clogging of the belt. 

Drum & Flap Sander

Another very useful 
sander is one with two 
long arbors. One side is 
a pneumatic (soft) drum 
with a 4˝ x 9˝ sleeve and the other 
side has a brush backed flap wheel. These 
are good for curved surfaces and softening edges. Because 
there is no platen behind the sanding sleeve and just a brush 
behind the flap sander, it does not leave ridges or grooves 
but has a gentle smoothing action. 

Belt & Disk Sander

A sander that gets a lot of use 
on both wood and especially 
steel in my shop is 6˝ x 48˝ belt 
and 12˝ disk sander. It has 
tilting tables and both 
tables have miter slots. With 
coarse sanding belts and disks, 
it can remove a lot of material 
quickly. This is good for squaring 
up ends and shaping corners. 
Because the belts and disk go 
cross grain most of the time, it is 
not a finishing sander but is good 
for removing stock close to finished 
size. One nice thing about this for a small 
shop is its compact footprint.

Small Belt & Disk Sander

Another small sander that 
is used almost every day is a 
1˝ x 42˝ belt and 9˝ disk. 
These also come as a 
1˝ x 30˝ and 5˝ disk size. 
I have had both sizes and 

Stationary 
Sanding Machines

by C Peter James
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while either size is handy, the longer belt runs cooler and 
the larger disk is more versatile. This sander, like many of 
the others has two tilting tables with miter slots, but the 
slots are not the standard 3/4˝ x 3/8˝ size that is on tablesaws 
and other shop machines. The platen on the belt only 
extends part way above the table and the portion that is not 
supported is useful for softening edges on wood and metal 
and for removing burrs on metal. I use mine to clean up 
edges after cutting on the metal cutting bandsaw.

Thickness Sander

The next two are really 
in the “must have” 
category or if not these, 
then something similar. 
The first of these is a 
sander that is really used 
a lot. It is a 25˝ double 
drum. This has two 
different drums with 
different grits on each 
drum. The first one is 
coarser than the second 
and so the first one removes 
material and the second one smooths the scratch pattern 
from the first. This machine really excels for creating flat 
surfaces, cabinet panels and laminations for woodturning 
and glue ups. 

I have used mine to flatten and thickness to size panels for 
guitars for a guitar maker. With a properly tuned machine, 
thicknesses can be controlled to a few thousandths of an 
inch. Making pieces accurately the same thickness makes 
gluing up panels much easier. 

There is a learning curve with this machine and it is 
critical that it be properly set up. Like many machines in 
the shop, they are not always ready to go out of the box 
when new. The adjustment of the drum height from left to 
right and in relation to each other is critical and frequently 
needs to be corrected on new machines. However, once set 
it doesn’t change. 

One mistake that is frequently made is trying to use this 
as a planer. Stock removal is just a few thousandths on each 
pass and going from rough lumber to finished size takes 
many passes. 

If you do not have the space 
for a double drum, single drum 
sanders that are open on one side 
to allow wide pieces to be turned 
around and run through sanding 
the other side come in sizes from a 
10˝ wide drum to 24˝ wide. Some 
of these also have the option of an oscillating 
drum. This is a desirable feature, but it is a 
$400 option. 

Oscillating Sander

The final one that is in 
my shop and one that I 
highly recommend is the 
Ridgid oscillating belt/spindle 
sander. They run about $275 
at Home Depot and if you 
only have one sanding machine, 
I think this should be it. It comes with spindles and a drum 
that go from 1/2˝ to 3˝ in diameter and a 4˝ x 24˝ belt. The 
tilting table has a standard miter slot and tips down to 45° 
to tune up those mitered joints. I got this one a few years 
ago and find it to be very versatile and not take up a lot of 
space in the shop. The dust collection is quite good and 
because of the oscillating spindles and belt, it works well. 
This same basic machine is available from several suppliers, 
but the Ridgid one is where it started. As a disclaimer, I have 
no connection to Home Depot, just feel that this is a very good 
machine for the price.

We think of sanding as a prelude to applying finish 
to a project, but with the right machine and the correct 
media, a sanding machine can be used for many different 
operations from shaping and sculpting to finish polishing. 
The sanding belts, disks and sleeves come in many different 
abrasive materials from aluminum oxide to silicon carbide 
to ceramics to even diamond. Grits can be from 36 ( really 
coarse for shaping) to 2000 for fine polishing. I even have 
a worn out 400 grit belt that I have coated with emery 
compound that I use to hone chisels and plane blades. A 
machine sander in the shop can be a real time saver and 
make many jobs much easier and more satisfying. 
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Piano Bench

by Bob Couch
inyourstylefurniture.com

I’ve been actively building furniture for over 20 years but 
other than a shop cabinet, a fixture or jig, I have never 

built a piece of furniture for myself. All my work has been 
either commissions, pieces for charitable contributions, 
family or friends and only a piece or two for our home. 
My opportunity arose when my wife bought me a nice 88 
key keyboard for my birthday in 2019. Not having a piano 
stool or bench, I was temporarily using my adjustable shop 
stool as a piano stool, but I missed having it in the shop. I 
decided I was going to build myself a nice piano bench that 
also had storage for my music.

I went through my research and design process and 
settled on the size and height but I struggled with whether 
or not it would have an upholstered seat. I decided to hold 
off on that part of the decision until I found the material I 
was going to use.

Material Choices
I decided I was going to build the bench out of mahogany, 

preferably South American or Cuban, if I could find it. I 
tried all of my local sources but no one had anything decent 
in stock. I did find a nice piece of African mahogany for the 
legs and stretchers and some nicely figured sapele for the 
seat. Given the figure of my materials, I decided against the 
upholstered seat.

Design & Construction
The design was fairly simple. I also chose to use 

traditional mortise and tenon joinery. Since I did not 
include any lower stretchers or braces, I wanted to insure 
the strongest method of joining the legs and stretchers 
and a traditional mortise and tenon is the best choice. The 
bench base measures 29˝ long by 14˝ wide and stands 20˝ 
high. The stretchers are 13/16˝ thick and measure 23/4˝ wide. 
The 1¼˝ legs were each tapered on two sides to 3/4˝ and 
there is a storage area in the bench for music, etc. 

The bottom of the storage area was 7/16˝ shiplap pine 
that ran in a dado in the stretchers. The inside corners on 
each leg also had a shallow dado to capture the shiplap pine. 
The pine was pre-finished with one coat of Sealcoat shellac 
before glue up. Each end piece of shiplap was glued into the 
end stretcher. The remainder were pin nailed just once in 
the center of each end into the long stretchers locking them 
in place but fully allowing them to expand and contract. 

The Seat
The seat was hinged and overhung equally 1˝ on all four 

sides. Because I wanted the equal overhang, I needed to 
find a pair of butt hinges that the hinge barrel was flush or 
even offset from one half for clearance when mortised into 
the seat bottom. I did find a pair but still had to mortise in 

Finally!
A piece of furniture I built for myself!
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a slight rounding beside the seat mortise to allow the barrel 
to move freely. The seat also received a Roman ogee style 
profile edge detail for more comfort.

Finishing
The base parts were all marked for location and the base 

was clamped up to check for fit and square. All stretcher/leg 
joints were leveled with a card scraper and all final sanding 
was done. Glue joint surfaces were taped or protected and 
the stretchers and legs were pre-finished with one coat of 
medium brown mahogany Transtint dye and then four 
coats of Sealcoat, the first one being a 1lb cut wash coat. 

All the pieces were wet sanded with 1000 then with 
1500 grit to level the finish then finished off with 0000 steel 
wool before glue up. Wax wasn’t applied until after the glue 
up. I used 0000 steel wool to apply the wax because I like 
the control and the nice soft gloss finish I can get. 

Because all of the joints were leveled prior to finish, all 
the joints came out perfectly. It is so much easier getting 
parts rubbed out especially in the corners when you have 
the opportunity to pre-finish. Squeeze out is also a non-
issue when pre-finishing. 

The seat was finished with medium brown mahogany 
Transtint dye as well and Waterlox for durability and its 
ability to really bring out the color of the grain. Three coats 
of Waterlox were applied with a good quality foam brush. It 
was then wet sanded with 400/600 to level the finish being 
careful not to sand through the last coat. I then sprayed 
on two more coats and let it cure for at least a week before 
leveling with 1500 grit (wet) then 0000 steel wool and 
wax. 

Plans available—You may download a free 

letter-size version of the bench plans at:   

inyourstylefurniture.com/piano-bench-plans
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Jeff Lind South Berwick, ME

Computer Desk— Top 18˝–24˝ w x 60˝ x 30˝. 

Top made from Claro walnut with a live edge. 

Juniper legs. jefflind.com

Gary Bashian Nashua, NH

Hollow Form of Yellowheart—Which is a very pale, plain 

wood. I felt it needed more, so I added some stippling on 

the top and dyed it lime green. It still needed more, so I 

added the maple pedestal. The grid design on the pedestal 

is from the opening credits to my favorite movie—North by 

Northwest.

Harvey Brotman Lyme, NH

Shoe Bench—My wife was tired of all of our shoes 

scattered all over the entry way.  So I designed this 

little shoe bench and made if from cherry and maple 

with ebony plugs.  The finger joints and pillowed 

ebony plugs are inspired by Greene & Greene who 

are well known for their “Ultimate Bungalows” in 

Pasadena, CA built in the early part of the 20th 

century.  The bench is finished with 5 coats of 

Waterlox. CornerOaksWoodworking.com
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