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Enhancing Curly Wood
Jeff Grantham



If the title intrigues you, then I am sure you will find this story even 
more remarkable. It focuses on the life of a man who has risen to 

the pinnacle of his profession and chose at a later point in his life to 
share his gifts and experiences with others within his community. Tom 
McLaughlin is well known to the woodworking community in New 
Hampshire and throughout the United States. He has appeared many 
times on national television and has had numerous articles published 
in various woodworking journals and magazines. He has created his 
own school of woodworking that provides both online and in person 
instruction to individuals of greatly diverse skill levels and interests. 
He is a past president of the Furniture Masters Association of New 
Hampshire. Together with Terry Moore, he played a pivotal role in the 
development of the Prison Outreach Program where inmates are given 
instruction in woodworking and design skills.

Tom’s early development was varied as he investigated areas of 
interest that would satisfy his intellectual, spiritual and esthetic curiosity. 
Tom was a graduate of the Massachusetts Vocational School where 
he was initially introduced to woodworking and hand tool use. After 
his graduation, he enrolled at the University of Lowell and majored 
in mathematics. Still seeking to expand his horizons and satisfy his 
quest for personal satisfaction, Tom enrolled in a three year seminary 
program. Intrinsically, he felt that these experiences had not given him 
the personal satisfaction that he so ardently sought, so he turned his 
focus to woodworking, a passion that appears to have been continuously 
smoldering within his being.

This next stage was the true genesis of  Tom’s foray into woodworking. 
He moved to Rocky Mount, North Carolina and met his mentor 

Guild of NH 
Woodworkers

President—Jon Siegel

Vice President—Mike DiMaggio

Secretary—Philip Glover

Treasurer—Jim Forbes

Journal Editor—Jim Seroskie

GNHW.org

Tom McLaughlin

2 Fal l  2021—Issue No.  31

J
ournalThe

o f  t h e  G u i l d  o f  N e w  H a m p s h i r e  W o o d w o r k e r s

WOODWORKERS
••

NEW
 H

AM
PS

HIRETHE
  G U I L D  OF

Founded 1990

IN THIS ISSUE

 2 A Man for All Seasons  

 5 Loudon Grange–Sanborn Mills Farm

 8 Q&A–Ask the Old Saw 

 12 Marvelous, Magic, Marcel !

 13 A Poem and a Chair

 14 Enhancing Curly Wood with Dye

 19 Danish Modern Desk

 24 CNC

 27 Natural Edged Table

 30 Building a Demilune Table

 35 Upcut Bit Danger

 36 Designing Strong Joints

 38 Shop Talk

 39 The Warrington Chest

 40 Member Gallery—Back Cover

A Man For 
All Seasons by Mike DiMaggio



Preston “Pug” Moore. Pug was a period furniture master 
producing high end commission pieces in his private 
workshop. For three years Tom apprenticed under 
Pug producing 18th century period style furniture 
in the tradition of the old masters. This relationship 
provided Tom with three important areas for personal 
satisfaction and growth—intellectual stimulation, 
spiritual satisfaction and esthetic development.

After approximately seven years working with Pug 
and then on his own, Tom returned to New England. 
He settled in Canterbury, New Hampshire and built 
the house that he resides in today. The following year 
Tom became juried and was accepted as a member 
of the New Hampshire Furniture Masters, attesting 
to his skill as a fine furniture craftsman. That same 
year, Tom also taught furniture making classes at the 
Shaker Village and continued to hone his skills in the 
design and creation of high end pieces. 

Another significant milestone for Tom in 1999 was 
the development of the Prison Out Reach Program 
which provided hands-on instructional services to 
prison inmates. Both he and Terry Moore were the 
primary service providers for this innovative program 
which has provided professional instruction to the 
prison population for almost 20 years. We once again 

see Tom’s level of dedication not only to his craft but 
especially to his willingness to share the experiences and 
knowledge garnered over many years. Over time, Tom 
built a sprawling new shop on his property and launched 
McLaughlin Woods (now Epic Woodworking), 
a business dedicated to the production of high end 
furniture built on commission.

After a period of time, Tom began moving in the 
direction of providing instructional services to others 
interested in the craft and designed specific classes to 
meet the needs of his students. Although he vacillated 
between furniture production and teaching, Tom 
became more and more drawn to sharing his knowledge 
and experience with others who exhibited that same love 
of fine woodworking. He was an invited guest on several 
episodes of Rough Cut where he not only demonstrated 
his prowess as a furniture master but also his ability to 
capture the audience with his easy going and relaxed 
style. His appearances received favorable reviews from 
the critics and audiences alike and it was no surprise 
when Rough Cut ended that he became the host of the 
new show proposed by PBS, Classic Woodworking.

It was just before his appearances on Rough Cut that 
I first met Tom at a Guild meeting at his shop. I was 
introduced to him by our president Bob Couch and the 
three of us chatted for a period of time about various 
furniture projects. At the end of the conversation I 
said to Tom, “If you ever need any help in the shop, 
I live right around the corner. I’d be happy to help 
you.” As I was leaving his shop it dawned on me…this 
guy is a “furniture master.” By comparison I qualified 
as a “furniture disaster” and had no business thinking 
I might possibly be able to add something to the 

Tom McLaughlin—Epicwoodworking.com

A young Tom McLaughlin with his mentor—“Pug” Moore
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equation. I said to myself, “Don’t worry, he’ll probably 
never call.” Several weeks went past and one day the 
phone rang. “Hey Mike, its Tom…was wondering if 
you might have some time to help me in the shop?” To 
which I responded, “How soon would you like me there 
Tom?” This was the beginning of an amazing working 
relationship for me, to be in the presence of someone 
so skilled yet so unassuming and genuinely supportive. 

One noteworthy experience was when Tom was 
working on a commission for a gentleman in Texas who 
wanted a high end chest of drawers. Tom designed this 
incredible chest with amboyna burl veneer and ebony 
moldings throughout the face of the piece. It was on 
this commission that Tom taught me how to veneer. He 
had me veneer the bottoms of the drawers!

I could not believe that he could have the confidence 
and trust that I would not totally ruin his project. But 
I was soon to learn that one of his greatest assets is his 
ability to imbue confidence in others and put them at 
ease in stressful situations. He would say periodically, 

“Its only wood, we can get another piece, no worries.”
Another situation that attests to his incredibly calm 

and supportive demeanor is when he asked me to sand 
this beautiful cherry table he had recently finished. 
Ahhh, I said to myself, this I can do and proceeded to 
merrily sand the top. What I didn’t realize was that a 
table with multiple leaves needs to have crisp edges so 

that everything fits tightly. As Tom 
came over to inspect my work he 
calmly commented, “Hmmmm looks 
like someone rounded over the edges 
here.” All I could think of was buying 
the table from him and helping him to 
build another! 

Before I could say anything (Tom 
saw the look of horror on my face) 
Tom said, “No worries we can fix this 
easily.” He told me to lift the leaves up 
vertically and passed his smoothing 
plane over the edges several times on 
each side. To my amazement the leaves 
were totally flush and seated perfectly. 

Once again Tom demonstrated to 
me his ability to resolve mistakes and to 

make those experiences positive teaching moments that 
would forever be ingrained in my memory. Regardless 
of the situation, I never once saw Tom become upset or 
angry no matter what the circumstances. His approach 
was always instructional in nature, helping the person 
to develop critical thinking skills and minimizing the 
errors that created the situation.

From my long association with him, I believe this 
is his greatest gift—to be able to interact with others 
in trying situations and to impart a sense of calm and 
support that ultimately becomes an uplifting experience.

And so, my wish is that you all might have a better 
perspective regarding my choice for the title of this 
article. Tom McLaughlin, furniture master, teacher, 
support person, creative genius and friend to all.

Truly—A Man For All Seasons 
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The building now known as the Loudon Grange 
stood for more than 200 years across from the 

general store on the main street of Loudon Village 
on the Soucook River. It is a simple yet solidly built 
structure of the kind that many New England towns 
were graced with in the years of first settlement. Little 
is known of the origins of the building (a deep research 
project seems to be in order) but it is a fact that many 
people in town have fond memories of the place.

“I played the saxophone 
in the band on that stage 
for a dance long ago. I 
don’t remember how long 
ago but it was very long 
ago.” The elderly fellow 
who was talking had a 
faraway look in his eyes. 

Even though we had 
moved the building five 
miles from its original 
site in Loudon Village 

to Sanborn Mills Farm in 

Loudon Center, I could tell he recognized the space we 
had taken apart and reassembled. 

We were standing in what started out as a Methodist 
meeting house in the early 1800s, later for a short period 
became the Loudon Academy, then the Loudon Grange 
from 1898 until it was bought by the American Legion 
in 1963. By 2014 the building with all this history was 
sold back to the Town by the American Legion which 
didn’t have the resources to keep it up. In the end the 
Town decided to build its new offices on the site and 
realized that the old building had to go.

At Sanborn Mills Farm we make a point of valuing 
good things from the past. When we heard from the 
town that one of its most cherished buildings was 
looking for a new home, we jumped at the chance. 
Steve Fifield of Fifield Restoration and Relocation 
dismantled the building and loaded what could fit into 
a trailer. What didn’t fit was carefully wrapped in black 
plastic and stored on bunks at the Farm.

What Steve found as we peeled off the layers of 
materials that had been added over the years was 
exciting.

by Colin Cabot
Sanbornmills.org

Comes to Sanborn Mills Farm
Loudon GrangeLoudon Grange

Steve Fifield preparing a 
ceiling joist

5Guild of  New Hampshire  Woodworkers



perhaps held sheets of tin 
on which stood stoves to 
heat the building. This 
conjecture is supported 
by the fact that in both 
cases there are tell-tale 
dings in the floor nearby 
which came from pieces 
of firewood thrown 
through openings in the 
exterior back wall of the sanctuary. 

What was most exciting though was the discovery 
of the original plaster on the cove ceiling—a four foot 
radius arc that connects the walls to the ceiling on both 
sides of the original room. It can’t have been easy to 
build but it lends the simple building a level of grandeur 
that would otherwise be missed.

When it became the Grange, an addition was built at 
the rear of the building. It featured a stage with a curved 
apron and a proscenium arch 18 feet wide flanked by 
two staircases providing access to the stage from the hall. 
Probably because the plaster ceiling was in poor shape 
in the main room, a decision must have been made to 
install a new flat ceiling below the cove which reduced 
the height of the room by at least four feet. 

Also the Grange needed the modern conveniences 
of electricity and running water. The old vestibule was 
enlarged to enable a kitchen and bathrooms on either 
side of a corridor from a new front door to the now 
much smaller function room. Upstairs, a suite of offices 
replaced the choir loft. The function room itself was 
wallpapered and a new hardwood floor was laid over 
the old floor. 

The original meeting house, like many in New 
England, was a large room without posts (42 feet wide 
by 50 feet long) including an eight foot vestibule across 
the entrance side. Above the vestibule was a balcony 
which could serve as a choir loft and was accessible via 
a steep staircase in one corner. The other corner gave 
access upwards to the roof trusses and then the steeple. 

In the sanctuary itself there were six large windows 
(20 over 20) and plasterwork rose from tall wainscoting 
to the cove ceiling 19 feet above the floor. The 42 foot 
span of the king post trusses holding up the roof creates 
an impressive volume of space in the room. 

Two doors opened from the vestibule into the 
sanctuary creating two aisles between the pews. 
Interestingly when the linoleum and hardwood 
floors that had been added over the original floor 
were stripped away we found mortises that may have 
received the sides of the pews when the building was 
used as a church. The mortises show that there were 
eleven benches 16 feet long spaced just over 30 inches 
apart in the center of the church. 

We also found the ends of several pews that had 
been tossed up among the roof trusses during one 
of the many restructurings of the building. But their 
construction doesn’t match the mortises in the floor. 

Perhaps they were 
from the balcony.

In both the 
far corners of the 
sanctuary there are 
two sets of tack 
marks (roughly a 
square yard) that 

The structure that holds  
up the cove

King post truss

Mortises that may have received the 
sides of church pews 
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infiltration showed in 
the deterioration of the 
second roof truss which 
had supported the back 
of the steeple. When it 
came time to reassemble 
the building Steve was 
able to switch the sound 
first bent for the damaged 
second bent. The studs 
for the exterior sheathing 
give strength to the 
damaged bent in its new 
position and the structural timbers for the replacement 
steeple are all new. 

We are considering what the steeple should look like, 
given that the building will be used for community 
events and perhaps craft exhibitions displaying the 
creation of the artisans who will come to the farm to 
learn to make things with their hands. We have found 
no record of what the original looked like. Perhaps 
there will be four-sided clock on the section just above 
the peak of the roof. Above the clock there could be 
a bell to ring on special occasions. And to top off the 
whole thing, perhaps a fanciful copper covered pepper 
pot cupola with an exuberant weather vane.

Should we devote our energies to seeing that these 
elements of communal communication be recreated for 
future generations? Whatever happens we want to make 
sure that the building will continue to serve everyone 
in town. Maybe the shadows of choir robed singers in 
the balcony will be able to see ghostly vaudevillians 
doing their shtick on the stage at the other end of the 
room. Maybe the saxophone will be heard once again at 
community dances when the church pews are pushed 
to the sides of the room to make a dance floor on the 
old floor made from boards that came from trees that 
were growing before the American Revolution.

So as we continue the restoration of our local piece of 
history, we search for answers to questions that make us 
think about the whys and wherefores of our forefathers 
and whether they have any relevance to our future. And 
if they do how should they be showcased? 

Eventually electric lighting was added. The new 
room was still 42 feet wide but it was 32 feet long 
and 15 feet high (as opposed to 50 long and 19 high.) 
Ultimately the big church windows were abandoned in 
favor of much smaller modern ones. What was once a 
traditional New England meeting house had morphed 
into a function hall where the community could meet 
and discuss business as well as entertain themselves and 
celebrate important milestones.

During the restoration we put out a call for people 
to share their histories with the Grange. People who 
have the habit of saving old things have brought us 
posters dating from the 1890s announcing grand 
entertainments like the melodrama:

“Past Redemption”

as performed by the Ladies’ Aid Society

for the benefit of the Congregational Church

followed by a farmer’s supper, 25 cents.

This play could not be produced today without 
“offending” anyone who values political correctness. 

There still exists a sign that accompanied the Legion’s 
Bingo machine that reads: 

“No Bickering or Loud Remarks to the Caller.

Thank you.

Players Must Play Own Cards”

In today’s world, where bickering may have become 
the status quo, would such a sign mean anything?

When Steve Fifield delved into the roof structure 
he found two things of interest. First the chimney that 
shows in old pictures of the Grange was built from the 
ceiling joists up and not from the floor of the building. 
This would mean that the stove pipes would have been 
run through the ceiling at some point. We have no idea 
where.

Second he found a stair case leading from the ceiling 
of the choir loft into a steeple. It must have caused 
problems because its posts had been hacked off just 
below the roof line with an axe. Clear evidence of water 
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Glue for larGe laminated Curves—Is 
any glue better than the rest when 
laminating large curves, using 
plywood, when the least amount of 
springback is desired?— Myrl Phelps

Richard Oedel replies: This is a 
difficult question because of so 
many variables. But I have done a 
lot of laminating and have a pretty 
good sense of what works.

First, ignore the standard PVA 
glues because their glue line is too 
rubbery. That means Titebond 1, 2 
and 3 are off the table. So is Gorilla 
glue for the same reason.

To keep spring back to a 
minimum, you need a rigid glue 
line which means you need time to 
keep the spring back to a minimum 
as the glue cures thoroughly.

For big structural type projects, 
think epoxies. West System and G3 
are only two, but there are hundreds 
of formulations. With West System, 
which I have used a lot, the glue 
line is thick, which means you can 
see it as dark lines between each 
lamination—ok on some woods, 
not on others. Ash or maple—no 
thank you.

But let’s go to one of my favorite 
products—Unibond. There are two 
types—Unibond One (great one 
part glue for veneering, not 
laminating) and Unibond 800 (a 
two part glue, perfect for strong 

furniture laminations). Its light 
color and thin glue line make it 
work well for light woods.

With either the epoxy type or 
the Unibond, the final bond rigidity 
takes time. If you want almost zero 
spring back (less than 1/16˝ over 
4 ft) you need to wait five days. Be 
patient. 

Then there is the time tested 
glue—hide glue. It has a hard, 
thin glue line, easy to apply and 
reversible. It also needs time for no 
spring back—same five days. Don’t 
count the old technology out! It still 
works just fine. 

In all cases, make sure you wet 
both surfaces with adhesive, and 
with Unibond, it MUST be over 
70° to cure. If you are not sure, buy 
an electric blanket and drape it over 
the glue-up for the first 8 hrs. Under 
70°, it will fail. Fair warning. 

Peter Breu replies: I use Unibond 800 
for any laminating. It dries slowly 
so it needs perfect clamping such 
as a vacuum bag system. When dry 
there is no spring back.

Bob Couch replies: Some have had 
luck with Titebond and I have too 
if it’s not a strong bend and your 
laminations are really thin. But I 
have not had reliable results for 
lamination glue-ups. I use only 
Unibond 800 now. It dries to a 

crystalline structure and there is 
minimal spring back. You also get 
a little more working time with 
Unibond.

Best two or three Glues—When you 
look in a woodworking catalog or 
in a hardware store there are more 
than 20 types of wood glue available. 
With so many different wood glues 
available today, what would one 
recommend as the top two or three 
types that could be used across a 
variety of woodworking projects?—
Dave Beaudry

Bruce Wedlock replies: The reason 
there are so many types of adhesives 
is there are specific advantages you 
might want for your application. 
Some characteristics that might 
apply to your project are open time, 
curing time, water resistance, hard 
glue line, different materials and 
reversibility. 

Polyvinyl acetate (PVA) glues like 
Titebond come in several varieties 
depending on need for water 
resistance and a hard glue line. They 
are used for general woodworking 
assembly. Open times are around 
30 minutes and curing times about 
24 hrs.

For the toughest glue applications, 
two-part epoxies work best. They 
glue most materials, have strong gap-
filling properties and are waterproof. 

Ask the Old Saw
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They are used for boat building and 
furniture repairs that have loose 
joints. The open time can be from a 
few minutes to an hour depending 
on the hardener mixed with the 
resin. Typical epoxies come with a 
30 minute open-time hardener and 
cure in 24 hrs. For quick work there 
are 5-minute varieties. Epoxy is 
expensive but System Three T-88 is 
available in economical 1/2 pints.

For veneering and gluing 
laminates, a hard glue line is 
required. Unibond One and 
Titebond Cold Press have hard glue 
lines and block bleed-through on 
thin veneers. Urea formaldehyde 
(UF) glues such as Weldwood also 
have a hard glue line but require 
mixing before use. UFs are used to 
glue plywood, particle board and 
MDF for interior applications.

Hide glue has been the 
traditional woodworking glue for 
centuries. While hot hide glue is 
more difficult to prepare and kept 
hot, it has a hard glue line and 
works well with veneers. Being 
reversible by heating the joint, it 
permits antique furniture to be 
disassembled for repairs. Hide 
glue tacks quickly and open time 
depends on keeping the joint warm. 
Hide glue will not cause problems 
with finishing. Liquid hide glues 
such as Old Brown Glue is more 
convenient but it does not tack as 
quickly as hot hide glue. Open time 
is about 30 minutes, and it cures in 
24 hrs.

Cyanoacrylate glue (CAG) is 
the industrial name for what is 
commonly known as “Crazy Glue” 
or “Super Glue.” CAG can only 
bond with a surface when there 
is moisture present. This means if 
the cyanoacrylate glue is placed on 
a perfectly dry surface, it will not 
stick to the surface or form a bond. 
This can be avoided by first lightly 
wetting a surface such as metal or 
tile which may not be moist. CAGs 
cure instantly and can easily grab 
your skin. Acetone will dissolve the 
bond as well as remove glue residue 
from a surface. Shelf life is only 
about a month after opening.

wood movement—How much 
does wood actually move in a table 
joint over time? What’s the best 
technique to allow for it to happen?— 

Mike Hobson

Richard Oedel replies: One of the 
advantages of being in a shop with 
40 years of history, we have 40 
years of test samples! We have 30˝ 
mahogany cross-grain samples from 
the 1980’s that are marked against 
plywood sticks, so that we can see 
the movement over long periods of 
time. 

In thoroughly dry wood, we can 
see the wood expand and contact 
over 3/16˝ per foot from winter 
conditions to summer. Others less. 
Each year. Swell and contract, swell 
and contract. 

It does get less over the years, but 
never goes away. We have a sample 

that shrank over 1/2˝ in the first 
year—it must have still been wet 
when we cut it—and then less over 
each succeeding year. 

Attach tabletops to bases with 
something that moves as well—
sloppy screw holes, figure-eight 
hardware or slots. Figure out where 
you want the top to expand from. 
For example, a bureau should have 
the back in one location, so screw it 
down tight in the back so the wood 
movement doesn’t push it away 
from the wall each season. Then 
all the other screws should allow 
movement.

Jon Siegel replies: Wood moves as a 
result of humidity changes. The 
amount of movement that results 
will be determined by factors such as 
the type of wood and how the wood 
is sawn (grain orientation). For 
example, oak moves about twice as 
much as mahogany and plain-sawn 
boards move about twice as much 
as quarter-sawn. 

For a complete explanation of this 
subject, read Understanding Wood by 
R. Bruce Hoadley (Taunton Press), 
a book I recommend for every 
woodworker. There is one chapter 
on how and why wood moves and 
another on how to allow for it.

Japanese vs western saws—What is 
the difference and/or advantage to a 
Japanese saw and our typical western 
saws?—Anonymous

Ask the Old Saw
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Garrett Hack replies: Japanese saws are 
designed to be pulled and western 
saws are pushed. A pulled saw can 
be thin for a fine kerf since it stays 
taut under load. A Western saw will 
buckle and kink if pushed too hard, 
even a fine saw with a back that 
stiffens it. 

Japanese saws have long handles 
and some find them easier to 
control to saw accurately. I think 
it really comes down to personal 
preference and what you get started 
with. Japanese saws have a complex 
tooth shape which are nearly 
impossible to sharpen. I regularly 
file my Western saws and even when 
less than perfect, they saw sweetly.

variaBle speed Controllers—Do add-
on variable speed controllers work 
(i.e. router mounted in table; midi-
lathe)? If so, recommendations?—
David Emerson

Peter Breu replies: I use a JessEm 
“PowRTek Remote Motor Control 
Box” with a JessEm router and love 
the control it gives including a large 
on/off switch. This will work with 
other routers too.

noviCe shop setup—I am a novice 
woodworker setting up my first shop. 
I have a 12 x 24 barn that I will 
be using but am not sure the best 
way to start setting up the shop. Is 
there a resource that gives general 
advice on what should be set up 
first, what NOT to do or is this 

just a learn by your mistakes type of 
task?—John Dube

Garrett Hack replies: Taunton Press 
(Fine Woodworking) has many 
books about setting up a shop. Start 
with where do you want to work 
in this space and where is the best 
light or view? That’s where your 
bench goes along with your hand 
tools in a cabinet on a wall close 
by. If you are building small things 
you can set up your machines where 
they are convenient, the ones you 
use most often closest. If you plan 
on doing work with longer pieces 
you’ll have to orient your tablesaw, 
bandsaw, jointer and planer (if you 
have them) to the length of your 
space and placed near the middle. 
Maybe a couple can be on wheels 
and moved when not used. 

Getting material into your shop 
and finished work out is something 
else to consider. Make it easy. Beyond 
that, storage, extra bench space for 
a grinder or small tools, racks for 
lumber and clamps, these can go 
anywhere. Have plenty of outlets 
including some for 220 volts if you 
can. Start somewhere and change 
things if something isn’t working.

Steve Costain replies: There is 
something called analysis paralysis 
that happens with many of us. Get 
started with something. I have 
revised and moved things around 
in my shop at least five times and 
it gets better each time. We all work 
differently and do different work. A 

shop for building kitchen cabinets 
would be set up differently than one 
for making small boxes.

edGe JointinG—Is there a quick and 
reliable way to edge-joint boards 
prior to glue-up? I recently had a 
need to glue-up a lot of boards while 
making cabinet drawers. I don’t own 
a jointer and don’t plan to buy one. 
What are my options? —Tom Fitch

Garrett Hack replies: There is a way to 
use a tablesaw and careful ripping 
with a good blade to make glue 
ready edges. Much safer, quieter, 
less dusty and far better is to do the 
work with a long jointer plane—a 
#7 or #8. You can buy an older 
Stanley for $125 or less. This 
assumes you have the stones to 
sharpen the blade and know how 
to do it. You might work a little 
more slowly than with a machine, 
but the resulting glue joint will be 
stronger, and depending upon your 
skill, invisible. Read my article in 
this issue on Planecraft.

Peter Breu replies: A jointing plane 
(Stanley or other brands size #7 or 
#8) is the easy option.

shellaC shelf life—What is the 
expected shelf life of shellac when you 
mix it from flakes? Does the pound 
cut make a difference on shelf life or 
storage temperature?—Anonymous

Elliot Savitsky replies: There are 
plenty of opinions on the shelf life 

Ask the Old Saw
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Ask the Old Saw

of shellac, whether you are talking 
about flakes or flakes dissolved 
in alcohol. Even if shellac flakes 
are stored in a cool, dark and dry 
place, but older than 2 years, it may 
not dissolve completely in alcohol 
overnight when compared to fresh 
stock. I have not experienced that 
problem, but it’s always best to test 
out your flakes before committing 
to a new project. When applied, it 
may be sticky and slow drying. If 
used for French polishing, more 
than the usual amount of oil will be 
required for lubrication.

Once dissolved in alcohol, 
shellac can last anywhere from 
six months to a year and a half. 
Since I use it frequently for wash 
coats and do not mix any more 
than a 2 lb. cut in 1 cup of alcohol, 
I don’t really approach those limits. 
I generally can use up my supply 
within a six month period and my 
recommendation is not to make any 
more than you can use during a six 
month period, keeping it stored in 
a dark, cool location between 65°F 
and 70°F. The best way to test the 
condition of your solution is to put 
a few drops of shellac on the top of 
the can of denatured alcohol and let 
it sit for several hours or overnight. 
If it’s dry to the touch and you can 
sand it the next day, it’s good to use. 

Bob Couch replies: They generally say 
two to three years if stored in a cool 
dark place, but I would lean closer 
to two years. The great thing about 
flakes is that you only need to mix 

up what you need to use in the short-
term. I use quite a lot of Zinsser, 
mostly Sealcoat or Amber and I 
write the purchase date and open 
dates on the lid. I buy it in quarts 
from a local paint and wallpaper 
store where I know it’s fresher. I 
also use a shot of Bloxygen in all 
my finishes when I’m sealing up 
the can. It’s really just an Argon gas 
mixture that displaces the oxygen at 
the surface of the remaining finish 
in the can. This extends the life of 
the material and I’m usually able to 
fully use a can without waste. 

The real test of the condition 
of any shellac is to apply it to a 
test piece and give it two to four 
hours of drying time at the proper 
temperature and humidity, then try 
to sand it with 220. If it sands to 
a nice white powder, it’s still good. 
If it gums up the paper, it should 
be replaced. You can also pour off 
what you need for that application 
and add a few drops of Japan Dryer 
to the shellac for each application. 
This will help you get a little longer 
life out of an older can or mix.

eliminatinG BuBBles in epoxy—To 
eliminate bubbles in epoxy, do you 
cure the epoxy in a vacuum or a 
pressure pot.—Dale Corliss

Richard Oedel replies: Some epoxies 
are formulated to pour without 
bubbles, but almost all have some. 
Here are several solutions, all of 
which will help. 

Stir slowly. You introduce 
bubbles with fast stirring. Patience 
is required. Stir slowly.

Pour in a thin strand such as 
when pouring into molds. If you 
are pouring from a cup, pour from 
very high up in a very thin strand—
bubbles form less easily. Do not let 
the strand of epoxy from the cup 
break up before it enters the pool of 
epoxy below.

Flame treat the surface but 
beware that epoxy can burn. Using 
a propane torch moved quickly 
over the surface immediately 
after pouring brings bubbles to 
the surface and they pop. Move 
quickly and uniformly. Don’t try 
to heat up the epoxy. If you can get 
a fan-shaped flame nozzle, all the 
better. Experiment first, with a fire 
extinguisher by your side!

Bruce Wedlock replies: Bubbles can 
be eliminated by lightly tipping 
off with a disposable natural bristle 
brush.

outdoor weather-proof Glue—Is 
there a wood glue that is “absolutely” 
outdoor weather-proof? What is the 
closest type on the market today?—
Dick Davis

Bruce Wedlock replies: Epoxy is 
absolutely weather-proof. Boat 
builders use it. West System 105 
or System Three T-88 are two-part 
epoxies that work well. For small 
jobs, five-minute epoxy will also 
work. 
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For all of us, 2020 and now 2021 have been 
tough years indeed. Forced to miss normal social 

gatherings, these Covid-19 restrictions also required 
us all to miss out on classes and education of any 
sort. And with those restrictions, we also will miss 
out on a last chance to learn Woodturning from a 
Master Woodturner, a Master Teacher and a Master at 
Inspiration—Marcel Durette. 

Sure and it was a sad day when Marcel decided to 
“step back” from his many teaching duties at Homestead 
Woodworking School in Newfields, NH. Citing legs 
that just won’t stand at the lathe for 7+ hours, a long 
and often difficult drive coupled with the Covid scare, 
Marcel has retired to his own turning shop in north 
Manchester. In truth, “retired” is not the right word 
as he still occasionally volunteers to assist high school 
teachers master the fine art of woodturning instruction 
and inspiration. Twist his arm and he might still be 
willing to occasionally teach in smaller settings with 
much smaller class sizes. Maybe!

Marcel’s teaching skills have been a keynote reason 
for Homesteads’ success—assisting Alan Mitchell 
develop both the excellence and the reputation that 
Homestead enjoys today. Marcel is most well-known for 
his Thursday night class, held evenings for twelve weeks, 
where he offered students introductory knowledge 
in both spindle and bowl turning basics, care of the 
lathe and its myriad tools, sharpening, sanding, and 
an introduction to finishing. Tucked in there as well 
were a few advanced skills to keep those many folks 
more than interested; indeed, to get them “hooked” on 
woodturning. And coming back for more!

How many students? Since 2007, when Marcel 
joined Homestead and the reputation of his own mentor, 
Andy Motter, Marcel has become the welcoming face 
of woodturning to well more than a thousand students. 
Young and old, newbies and experienced, his students 
have come from all walks of New England life. From 
those enrolled in the woodworking intensive week and 

month long classes to the occasional Saturday special, 
Marcel’s classes have, without exception, filled to 
capacity and beyond. Many a class has had a waiting list 
of disappointed students, some who have waited three 
(or more) years to finally register quickly enough to get 
into one the special project sessions. 

Marcel has taught Homestead’s Thursday evening 
class 35 times. These were the classes that introduced 
the lathe, all those expensive lathe tools and how 
to both sharpen and maintain them as well as the 
fine art of hand and machine sanding and finishing. 
These classes also included an introduction to design, 
form and perspective. Easing students away from 
basic dog bowls to shaping classic curves, Marcel is a 
wizard at encouraging the development of individual 
interpretations. 

His all-day Saturday classes were at least as popular, 
featuring a range of topics from the basics to the fanciful. 
Bowl turning remains the all-time favorite.

November brought the ever-popular Christmas tree 
and ornament class with an accent on miniatures. 

Special project classes included lidded boxes, lidded 
bowls, hollow forms, enclosed vessels and how to deal 
with Mother Nature’s quirks. 

Twelve additional nights or weekends were spent 
encouraging students to master a variety of interests at 
all sorts of levels. One of those night classes included 
the entire Seacoast Woodturning Club, all of whom 
took home some new and special skill. Says a long-time 
member, “I wish I’d known this ten years ago, imagine 
how much sandpaper I could have saved!”. 

How many students were returnees? Probably a good 
many. As both Homestead and Marcel are justly famous 
for building relationships, friendships and devotees—
we can never know. 

 Marcel has a love affair going with native hardwoods 
and their wondrous subtleties. But he cautions all his 
students to be wary of exotics as many a foreign wood 
contains properties that may bring on (nasty!) allergic 

Marvelous, Magic, Marcel !

by Dr Annamarie Pennucci
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reactions. There are some favorites like cherry that 
stand out, but his classes were attempts to encourage 
experimentation with all of our native hardwoods. 
However, he is quite famous for stating, “Don’t ever let 
me catch you buying poplar!” 

The spectacular turning event that culminated 
Marcel’s teaching career was his 2018 trip to Austria 
as the only invited American demonstrator at the 
Internationale MAGMA Woodworking Expo. There 
he joined an astonishing international cadre of turners 
and woodworkers including England’s Graeme Priddle, 
France’s Alain Mailland, Italy’s Lorenzo Franzeschinis 
and Switzerland’s Christine Polheim. Also there were 
such famous names as Rolly Munro, Mark Hancock 
and Nick Agar. Many congratulations!

The pictures and the stories he brought back, such 
turnings, such excitement, such beer consumption! “It 
was the trip of a lifetime, it truly was, and I’m very very 
lucky”. 

Marcel is currently happy making exquisite bowls, 
unusual vessels and lots of mulch at home, while 

selling his turnings 
in galleries and 
shops. Says he, “It’s 
the making of the 
bowl that intrigues 
me, once it’s done, 
Bah! Let someone 
else sell it!.” When 
asked about some 
of the turnings his 
wife Ami has hung 
on wall shelves, he 
laughs, “Yea, I guess I remember that one, maybe!” 
Maintaining a membership in AAW and Seacoast, 
Marcel frequently makes the long trip north to Québec 
and his Canadian turning club where he can relax and 
speak Québécois, that’s French to us non-starters! 

We will all miss his expertise, his encouragement, his 
thrilling intensity, and his storytelling. With a hint of 
wistfulness, we wish him à bientôt et bonne chance! 

After a career in dentistry 
that included teaching 

at Boston University’s 
School of Dental Medicine, 
I decided to learn to make 
Windsor Chairs, something 
I could not have imagined. 
Now I have gotten pretty 
good at it and enjoy it a 
great deal. 

But I am also a poet of some reputation with thirteen 
published collections. The most recent, as well as the 
one before that, were published in Ireland. I used one 
of my Nantucket Fan Back Windsors on the cover of 
the new book. 

But in it, I also have a poem I wrote in tribute to 
Peter Galbert, a wise and generous man who has taught 
me a lot. Cheers—Dan Moran 

A poem is a chair,

a chair, a poem.

Don’t ask me 

to explain.

I have built

both with only 

my bare hands,

so I know.

You will just

have to trust me.

If you wish me

to also say 

that a painting 

is a chair,

Or that a concerto 

is a chair,

I will.

They are.

But, not like 

a poem is a chair.

Have a seat.

Listen.

2018  

Daniel Thomas Moran

A Poem and a Chair    for Peter Galbert
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Enhancing 
Curly Wood with Dye
In this article I will be sharing my techniques for dying 

and finishing curly maple wood though it could apply 
equally to any other light colored species with nice 
figure. For me this technique is a means to enhancing 
the natural characteristics and beauty already inherent 
in the wood. 

The example I will be using for this tutorial is the 
dyed curly maple lids that are an integral part of my 
Scorched Series body of work. I’d like to acknowledge 
Jimmy Clewes. This is a technique that I originally 
learned from him and have since altered to suit my 
needs.

Wood Selection & Surface Prep
Regardless of what type of form you are going to 

dye, two key elements to an effective treatment are well 
defined curl/figure and  a flawless surface before starting 
to dye. The curl is necessary in order to take advantage 
of the varying absorption rates between curly to non-
curly areas. Without this, your colors can all blend 
together and become homogeneous. The surface prep 
is also critical because any flaws will only be enhanced 
by the dyes. They will soak into any scratches or tearout 

and be next to impossible to remove without starting 
over.

Once I have my piece turned to final shape, I will 
stop to assess the surface. I try to get the best surface 
I can off the tool before I start sanding. This can 
sometimes be challenging with curly wood because 
there are varying degrees of hardness passing the tool 
as the piece is spinning. But what I don’t want are any 
visible tooling marks or tearout (Photo 1). 

An extra light can be useful for examining the work. 
You can also spray the piece with DNA or water as this 
will often reveal marks that might be difficult to see 
otherwise. If I find any visible defects, I will take the 
time to go back with a newly sharpened tool and make 
light passes until the surface is defect free. The sanding 
and dye application process happen in tandem so this is 
an important preliminary step.

General Considerations
The way I apply the dyes is to put down one layer of 

color at a time as I progress through my sanding schedule 
(e.g. I will apply a layer of dye, sand back, apply another 
layer of dye, sand back with the next higher grit, etc). 
When I first started with dyes, I would sand all the way 

by Jeff Grantham
jeffgrantham.com

Three examples from my Scorched Series
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up to 400 before starting to apply the dyes, and then 
just sand back with 400 each time. However I’ve found 
that this newer method gives more depth to the colors, 
so I’ve adopted this as my new standard practice. 

Before starting to apply the dyes, you should have 
an idea in mind of what end color you are shooting 
for as this will determine the order of colors that you 
put down as well as how many applications it will take. 
This latter point is important because the goal is to have 
your last color go on after your last grit which for me 
is usually 400. So, I will often work backwards in my 
mind from last application to the first to determine 
which colors should go down after each grit. 

As a rule of thumb, I have found that using two 
to four different colors usually works best with one 
of those colors being black. Two colors gives you a 
minimal degree of color differentiation and anything 
more than four tends to get muddy. Regardless of color 
scheme, using black as the initial color generally gives 
the finished product more depth.

As far as color schemes go, the ones that I’ve found 
to work best with these dyes are red/orange, blue/green, 
green, and lavender/plum. 

Using basic color theory, you can arrive at many 
variations through mixing. For example you can get a 
beautiful shade of green by using black, blue and yellow. 
You will likely have to experiment with the colors some 
to find what works best on the wood you are using.

The dyes I use are alcohol-based dyes by Chestnut 
Spirit. These dyes also contain a small percentage of 
shellac in them. This is another reason you need to sand 
back between each application otherwise the shellac will 
block the dyes from absorbing into the wood. There are 
also water-based dyes available, however my preference 
is for the alcohol-based because the alcohol dries faster, 
and alcohol does not raise the grain like water-based 
dyes do. 

Dye Application Process
In this example I will walk through the process of 

creating an “ocean blue” color. This color scheme uses 
three colors—Black, Royal Blue, and Blue (this color 
is called “Blue” on the Chestnut Spirit bottle, however 
I perceive it as more of a teal). Based upon my earlier 

comments about working backwards, I determine my 
dye application order as follows: 

• Sand up to 180

• Apply Black, then sand back with 180 and 240 grits

• Apply Royal Blue, then sand with 320 grit

• Apply Blue, then sand at 400 grit

• Apply Blue again (final application)

I typically start applying the dyes at 180 grit in the 
sanding schedule because the first color that goes down 
is black and I don’t want a lot of that left behind. It gets 
difficult to sand enough of the black back with any grit 
higher than 180. I really just want a few hints of black 
left behind. 

If you can get the equivalent of 180 grit off of your 
tool prior to starting to dye without any tooling marks 
or tearout, great. If not, there’s nothing wrong with 
starting your sanding at 120 (or lower if needed), then 
180 prior to your application of the black dye. The 
important thing is to be sure to remove any visible 
sanding rings or scratches. If I need to sand, I will 
typically finish off my sanding with the lathe turned off 
so that I can sand with the grain by hand. 

Once I have the surface as scratch-free as possible, I 
apply my first coat of black (Photo 2). 

I like to keep my dyes in a plastic squirt bottle for 
easy dispensing and I use small squares of folded blue 
shop towels to apply the dye. I will do this with the 
lathe turned off and just rotate the piece by hand. With 
the black, it only requires a very small amount, just 
enough to coat the surface. Remember, you will be 
sanding most of it back, so don’t over do it. 

1 2
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Once coated, I let it soak in for 30 seconds or so, 
then ignite it with a lighter to burn off any of the excess 
alcohol (Photo 3). This sets the color and dries it almost 
instantly. Igniting it is not necessary, but it does speed  
up the process. Just be sure to use caution whenever you 
have an open flame in your shop! 

Let the piece sit for about 5 minutes to be sure 
it’s dry, then begin sanding again with 180 (Photo 4). 
As I mentioned, I try to sand most of the black back 
(Photo 5)—just enough to add some depth. Leave too 
much and the result will be a very dark final product. 
Follow this up with 240 grit in the same manner. Be 
sure to thoroughly blow or wipe off all of the sanding 
dust from the piece before moving on.

As a rule of thumb, I generally try to go from darkest 
to lightest as I apply my colors. This is mostly so that 
the darker colors don’t overwhelm the lighter ones. That 
is why I’m progressing from Black -> Royal Blue -> Blue. 
Alternatively, if I were doing a green, I would order the 
dyes as Black -> Blue -> Yellow. 

With the black sanded back, I now apply the next 
color (Royal Blue) in the same manner (Photo 6). I use 
a fresh square of paper towel for each application so 
there’s no color contamination. Also, I will be more 
generous with the dye now and go over it several times  
(Photo 7). Then I follow the same process of letting it 
set in for 30 seconds to a minute, ignite it with a lighter 
to burn off any remaining alcohol, then let it dry for 
5 minutes or so. After this, I will sand it back with 320 
grit sandpaper. As you start to sand back, you will see 
how the color stays more in the softer grain and sands 
away in the harder, which is what you want. Again here, 
I don’t want to leave too much color because it can get 
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too dark. I want more than I did with the black. Once 
I’ve hand sanded with the grain at 320, I blow off the 
dust again and am ready to move on (Photo 8).

From there the process just repeats itself as I work 
through the remaining colors/grits. As I build layers 
and increase in sandpaper grits, more and more of the 
color will remain behind and you will start to see the 
depth developing. 

Once I’ve sanded at 400 grit, I will do my final color 
application (Blue in this case). This final color should be 
applied lightly at first to see how it goes down. Because 
I’m not sanding this one back, it will have more effect 
on the final color. It can be surprising how drastically 
that final color can alter the overall appearance. 

At this point I stop and assess the finished product 
to ensure I am happy with the result (Photo 9). If it’s 
not what I wanted, I can back a grit or two and alter 
the colors accordingly. If the colors are not blended as 
much as I like, then I will take a cloth dampened in 
DNA and go over the piece lightly with it. This helps to 
blend the colors together, but it will also remove some 
color, so I do this sparingly. 

Finishing
With the dyeing completed and the piece dry, it’s 

time to seal. My preferred method for this is to use a 
gloss spray lacquer. I’ve found that a spray application is 
the best way to ensure no disruption to the beautifully 
colored surface and lacquer provides optimal clarity. 
Normally I don’t tend towards the gloss end of the 
spectrum, however when using dyes, I find that the 
gloss shows them to their best advantage.

I usually spray about twelve coats in total. I start 
with four coats of lacquer sanding sealer, let this cure 
for a day or so, and then sand it back with 320 grit until 
it’s nice and flat with no shiny spots. 

It’s always best to error on the side of caution when 
sanding at this point. If you don’t have enough lacquer 
down or sand too vigorously, it’s easy to go right through 
and sand the dyed surface, which is no fun. 

For the next application I put down roughly five 
coats of gloss lacquer over the course of a couple days. 
Let it cure again for a day or so and sand back to flat 
again. If I have sprayed well I can usually do this with 

400 grit but it might require 320 again. Next, I clean off 
the dust, then spray the final three coats. 

On these final applications I try to get the best 
surface possible since they are my finish coats. Once 
the final coats are sprayed, it needs to sit for roughly 
two weeks to fully cure. Cure time is highly dependent 
upon shop environment (temperature, humidity, etc.) 
so adjust cure times accordingly.

Once fully cured, I take the piece back to the lathe 
for final sanding/polishing. For this step, I like to wet 
sand using water and a product called Tri-M-Ite by 3M  
(Photo 10). It really works well. The grits run from 400 
through 8,000 and are color-coded. The first couple of 
grits are going to make the finish look really dull. But as 
you work your way up through the grits you will get to 
a beautiful, crystal clear surface. Just be sure to wipe off 
the resulting sanding slurry after each grit. 

After sanding with the last grit (8,000), I will assess 
for any scratches. If it looks like it needs any fine tuning, 
I use rubbing and polishing compounds by Turtle Wax 
to eliminate any fine scratches left. 

10
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Tools & Products

Below is a list products I mentioned 

in the article, and which I’ve found 

to work for me.  There are lots of 

product options out there though 

and I would encourage anyone to 

experiment on their own to find 

what works the best for you.  

Dyes—The brand I use is Chestnut 

Spirit, which is an alcohol-based 

dye available from Craft Supplies 

USA.  I like the alcohol-based dyes because they dry super-fast, 

and don’t raise the grain like water-based dyes do.  These dyes 

are also light fast, which is an important feature so that your 

colors don’t dull over time.  

Finish—My lacquer of choice is a high gloss rattle can lacquer 

by Magic Masters.  Again, available from Craft Supplies USA.  

Sandpaper—When sanding the lacquer finish back, I use 

a product called Tri-M-Ite by 3M.  This is a great wet-or-dry 

sandpaper that I use with water.  You can buy a sampler pack 

of all the grits from 400 through 8000 from Amazon.

Once this is done, the piece is complete! Here is 
an example of a lid finished with this exact same color 
scheme. 

I hope that this has been helpful and that you try 
these techniques for yourself. Sometimes a splash of 
color can really add an interesting element to a piece. I 
would love to hear about any experiences that you may 
have. For any questions or to share your experiences, 
you can reach me via email at: jeff@jeffgrantham.com, or 
contact me through my website—jeffgrantham.com. 
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I am a learner. My working life was as a psychologist. 
Woodworking was a long-time hobby that provided 

concrete results in an ambiguous and sometimes painful 
world. I made primarily gift items for family—cutting 
boards, jewelry boxes, cribbage boards. I learned from 
books and magazines. Upon retirement, I had the 
opportunity to study with Garrett Hack, who luck will 
have it, lives 25 minutes from my home. It was my first 
experience with woodworking training since Junior 
High shop class.

I wanted to learn traditional furniture making 
techniques and adapt them to the abilities and 
coordination of an almost 75 year old. I constructed 
a small side table in cherry and sapele working with 
Garrett in his shop. I next made a three drawer end 
table in maple and cherry. (Pictures of these items are 
available in my Etsy shop—RetirementwoodbyPhil… 
but that’s another story). 

Eventually I felt marginally ready to try more 
challenging furniture starting with a desk for a grandson 
who was schooling at home due to Covid. That came out 
reasonably well but for a drawer I need to get around to 
fixing. I decided to see if I could build one I might sell, 
attempting to simplify techniques and reduce hours of 
effort. This might allow me to price such an item within 
reach of a buyer.

I do not wish to pretend that the desk shown is 
perfect, or that I will not do things differently for the 
next one or the one after that. I want to focus on choices 
I made, lessons learned, mistakes I hope to correct next 
time and ways I simplified traditional construction 
methods to my skills.

Wood
The desk is made from kiln dried figured cherry 

bought at a local lumber yard. Though kiln dried wood 
has the reputation of being the most stable, in fact some 
of the wood for this project bowed during construction 
leading to lots of hand plane work to get it back to 
useable. I have had better experience using cherry that 
was air dried for years in a barn despite what all the 
magazines say. 

Note to self: Bring the wood into the shop early, 

let it acclimate, don’t rush to use it! Maybe then it 

won’t bow.

Making and Tapering Legs
I started with 8/4 cherry. I cut all four sides down 

slightly so the blanks measured 11/2˝ before final hand 
planing. The full 1¾˝ looked clunky. I used a taper jig 
to cut all four sides at a 21/2° angle. While this yielded 

Danish 
Modern Desk

by Phil Kinsler
etsy.com/shop/

RetirementwoodByPhil
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“racy” looking tapers, maybe the leg bottoms are too 
small for final sturdiness?

While I’ve tried several taper jigs, I find the simple 
one shown in Photo 2 works best for me. I used 
multiple strips of Gorilla tape to hold the blank firmly 
to the jig, otherwise it would try to rotate away and 
wreck the blank. I made six legs just in case. There are 
many opportunities to turn partially completed legs 
into kindling.

Note to self: Mark a set of square lines on the bot-

tom of the blank at the final foot thickness you’d 

like to achieve and taper a bit at a time on each 

side to the marked lines.

 The starting point of the taper at the bottom of the 
leg depends on where you position the fence the jig 
rides against. For this desk, I did not mark the leg blank 
at the length of the drawer cabinet that butts against 
the leg. Result: A small but awkward gap where the leg 
taper begins before the drawer cabinet bottom. 

Note to self: Figure out the final height of the 

drawer cabinet first and start the leg taper to 

match the cabinet bottom.

Aprons and Joinery
Here there were two major decisions, how to keep 

straight which leg and apron pair went together, and 
how to join the legs to the aprons. I wanted to choose 
and keep track of the prettiest matches. I used a system 
Garrett taught me. 

Each leg received a number from 1-4 in a 
counterclockwise direction. Each face of the leg received 
a letter—A-B-C-D. I used China markers to write these 
codes on tops of the legs. I wanted the best “A” face 
where it would be most visible. 

The aprons were also marked. So, the front apron, 
for example, had a “1” showing that it joined the left 
front leg, and a “B” to show which face of the leg it 
attached to. Each leg and apron were appropriately 
marked. I obsessively used stick on colored dots to show 
how parts were to go. 

Photo 1—Finger jointed drawers

Photos 3A—Marking legs & aprons

Photo 2—Taper jig with “hold 
downs”

Photo 3—Leg/cabinet gap

So how to join them? I know how to make haunched 
tenons that meet in the center of the leg and provide 
a very strong joint. I did them for the sapele table. I 
also know I’m not great at hand cutting them and they 
take me a very long time. Struggling with conscience 
vs. time, I took out the Domino machine. I used the 
longest and widest Domino tenons I could fit into the 
legs while leaving wood within the leg for strength. I 
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used two per leg/apron joint, spaced about an inch 
apart to prevent twisting and give a lot of glue surface 
for the joint. I used 8 x 40 mm Domino tenons. I first 
made sub-assemblies of the side legs and aprons. It’s 
easier to assemble things in smaller groups. I then laid 
out the aprons for the long sides.

Before the frame could be assembled, I needed 
a system to attach the drawer cabinet. I used a piece 
of 8/4 cherry attached to the front and back rails as a 
center support. This was attached with multiple 10 x 
50 Dominoes for strength. My plan was to use two rails 
and this center support to attach the drawer cabinet. 
The right side rail requires a filler for the space between 
the rail and the inside of the leg so the cabinet will have 
a flush face to attach to.

As to the frame size, this is somewhat a matter of 
individual design choice. I did find that a ratio of about 
2:1 for the foot space vs. the drawer cabinet looked best. 
So I used a 28˝ foot space, a 14˝ drawer cabinet and a 
3˝ side overhang of the top yielding a 48˝desk. 

A final note on the frame—to attach the top I 
used the Domino machine to cut its smallest mortises 
around the inside of the frame, allowing for the eventual 
use of cabinetmaker’s buttons or tabletop fasteners. 
See Photo 7.

Note to self: It is easier to cut the fastener slots 

for the top before the frame and cabinet sides are 

assembled. In the future cut all these slots before 

gluing together any assemblies, then you don’t 

have to wonder about whether you can fit the 

Domino or biscuit machine within the already 

assembled parts. 

Drawer Cabinet
This is a three-sided cabinet that attaches to the right 

side apron, the back and the center support brace. After 
the glue-up of the two pieces required to make the 
sides of the cabinet, the right side blank began to bow. 
I straightened it using a Lie-Nielsen # 7, winding sticks 
and a long straight edge. The cabinet sides take a dado 
for the runners and guides for each of the drawers. 

I started measuring for the upper drawer dado at the 
bottom of the apron attachment, in this case 31/2˝ from 

Photo 4—A side sub-assembly Photo 5—Frame assembly

Photo 6—Frame with central support

Photo 7—Frame with tabletop fastener mortises

the cabinet top. I decided nobody really uses a file drawer 
anymore, so I staggered the dados to make drawers 4˝, 
5˝ and 6˝ high. I made 3/8˝ deep and 1/2˝ wide dados for 
the runners and guides. 

I cut rails at the width of the cabinet insides plus the 
dado depth and attached these rails to the runners with 
tiny Dominoes. A more traditional method would have 
been to use mortise and tenon joints. 
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Note, the runner mortise is offset towards the inside 
of the rail allowing the rails to slide easily onto the 
Dominoes once the runners are in and giving a bit of 
play to adjust the side to side fit.

After making the drawer runners and guides, I 
realized that a face frame was necessary to cover those 
components for which I had not planned. It was easy to 
create one that would attach to the front of the cabinet 
but under the front apron so everything would fit.

Note to self: Design for the face frame from the 

beginning!

Wood will move. To try to prevent splitting of the 
cabinet sides after attachment, I tried something that I 
hope works out. I drilled holes that are two sizes larger 
than the screws I used to attach the cabinet, thinking 
that they would provide room for the wood to expand 
and contract around the screw. 

Note to self: Veritas makes an oval washer. A shal-

low dado where the screws go, those washers and 

flat head screws are likely a better solution, allow-

ing the wood to slide the screws along the washer.

Photos 8 and 9 show the internal construction of the 
cabinet and Photo 10 show it installed within the frame.

Note to self: Construct the cabinet at least 1/16˝ 

smaller in each dimension than the internal mea-

surements of the space. The space won’t be per-

fect, wood is different in the morning than when 

you left it, it’s nice when the cabinet fits in rather 

than having to be planed down to fit as happened 

in the first desk!

Drawers
Another decision point—hand cut through dovetails 

or hand cut half-blind dovetails? I can do both, but not 
dependably in a craftsman-like way yet. And again, 
they take me forever in a project designed to be built 
to reasonable time and cost  —so again, a struggle with 
traditional technique vs. skills and time. I decided 
on visible finger joints. In a Danish Modern piece, 

Photo 8—Cabinet with dados

Photo 9—Cabinet with rails, runners & guides

exposed joinery seemed to fit and meet both design and 
construction criteria. I made these on an Incra jig using 
a ¼˝ Whiteside router bit and even spacing.

For the drawer sides I used 3/8˝ maple for color 
contrast. Having previously set aside what would be 
three “stunning” drawer fronts, I found a new way 
to damage a part beyond repair and possibly in a way 
dangerous to myself. I was sure I had tightened the bit 

Photo 10—Installed in the frame
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in the router quite thoroughly. But as I cut the fingers 
in one drawer, the bit began first imperceptibly and 
then quite noticeably sliding upward, making the cuts 
too long and ruining the piece. I had to make another 
drawer front and really bear down on the wrenches 
while installing the bit.

For the drawer backs, I used self-squaring sliding 
dovetails. Traditionally, I would have made the drawer 
bottoms from thin hand glued-up stock. I took another 
shortcut here using birch plywood and hand planing 
each edge to fit into 1/8˝ dadoes in the drawer sides. I cut 
the plywood to meet the drawer back midway and cut 
the drawer back narrow enough so the bottom could 
slide into the dadoes under it. I kept the bottoms from 
sliding out the back with small screws in the back piece, 
trapping the bottom in but also allowing removal if or 
when it came time to repair the drawers.

Top
Some furnituremakers like unblemished straight 

grained, calm and placid wood. I like wild figure 
reminding us this came from a living tree. For me figure 
equals beauty. So, for the top I did not pick perfect 
pieces, but ones I would like to look at if I were sitting 
at the desk. 

There’s nothing special in the top construction. I 
edge jointed two good looking boards, flattened the 
resulting glue-up with the long Lie-Nielsen #7 and #71/2 
planes, winding sticks and straightedge.

In my experience no glue-up ever dries perfectly 
flat. They need tweaking. The best tablesaw cut and 
the most conscientious running over a jointer does not 
yield edges that will glue together perfectly. At least not 
in my hands. 

Here is a technique I learned in a Garrett workshop 
that has served me well. Set one board in a workbench 
vise glue joint edge up. Set the second board’s jointing 
edge on top of the first. There will be bumps and 
imperfections. Mark these and use a hand plane to take 
off the little imperfections and set the second board 
on top again. Eventually, they will balance perfectly 
on their own like they want to live together without 
needing to be forced together by clamps. 

Photo 13—Done!

Photo 11—Drawers in the cabinet Photo 12—The top

Now they’re ready to glue. I do clamp these up but I 
don’t need to haul on them to get a gapless joint. One 
further point—make the final glue-up an inch or two 
wider than the final size and cut to size after gluing. The 
ends want to gap no matter how perfectly I match nor 
how evenly I try to clamp.

Finishing
I admit I hate the finishing step. Some people are 

aspiring chemists, willing to mess with proportions of 
this or that shellac or these 17 steps for a perfect French 
polish. I admire their patience and expertise. Me, I just 
want it done, admittedly attractively and durably, but 
done at this point. 

I typically use three coats of wipe-on Danish oil, 
really flooding the pieces each time and allowing one 
final overnight dry. I then apply two coats of Briwax, 
either clear or light brown depending on the color I 
want for the final piece. I buff out the wax with a soft 
T-shirt rag. And I stand back and look with both pride 
and with consciousness of how I’d like to do it better 
next time. 
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I am fortunate to own a CNC (computer numerically 
controlled) machine. I know that a CNC is not a 

traditional woodworking tool, but my reasons are 
simple. I love both woodworking and technology. With 
so much of the world using technology, I believe that a 
tool that combines technology and woodworking will 
also help attract younger generations to woodworking.

When I moved from Florida to New England, I 
made an amazing discovery—I have a basement. At the 
same time I started watching Norm Abram’s show—
The New Yankee Workshop. That got me thinking that 
I could do woodworking in my basement! You quickly 
learn that he is no stranger to power tools. Since 
Norm was my virtual mentor, I decided to buy some 
power tools! Over the next 20 years I purchased all 
the power tools I could use and crammed them in my 
New England basement. It was almost perfect.

Technology was all that was missing. Forty years ago, 
I purchased a Radio Shack TRS-80 computer commonly 
known as the “CoCo” and started programming in 
the BASIC computer language. Little did I know that 
computer aided design (CAD) would become a big 
part of my consulting career. The design programs that 
I used were perfect for designing woodworking projects 
and I quickly adopted a workflow that included CAD 
as an initial step in the process. 

Given my love for woodworking and computers, it 
only made sense that I would eventually purchase a 
CNC machine that connects both woodworking and 
CAD together. The CNC also brings out the artist in me. 
Many other crafts use computer controlled machines 
for manufacturing, art and design. CNC machines have 
been used for cutting and engraving metal, painting and 
drawing, sculpture, machine embroidering, stitching 
and quilting to name a few uses. 

First I’ll tell you a little bit about the CNC machine 
and then I’ll go through the workflow of a project. 
CNC is subtractive. I start with a piece of wood that has 
been milled to approximately the rough size required 
for the project. Then using the mills and cutters (router 
bits), I cut away the material that is not required leaving 
the finished shape. A spindle or router holds the mills or 
cutters that are used to remove the material. 

The software that I use precisely directs the movement 
of the cutting tool in three dimensions—X, Y and Z. It 
exports a file for use by the CNC machine in G-Code. 
G-Code is an operational language used for machining. 
The design software is tasked with turning the design 
data (i.e. my project drawing) into G-Code which will 
manage the movement of the spindle or router. 

CNC

by Richard Closs

CNC machine XYZ
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The CNC machine can be used to make projects 
of all sizes from kitchen cabinets to cutting boards or 
coasters depending on the size of the machine. The 
machine is very safe. Whether I am cutting out a simple 
stopped dado or a complex inlay, my hands are well 
away from the cutters on the router.

One type of project that taps my inner artist is 
creating inlays. I use a technique called V-Carving for 
the inlay work. V-Carving uses a V-Groove router bit 
to cut the sharp corners and edges that are required for 
the inlay. I will go through the basic steps from design 
to finish for a set of drink coasters to demonstrate the 
process. The process would be the same for any inlay 
project. 

Coasters—The initial step in the process is to develop 
the design in the design software. For this article, I 
designed a set of “Old Man of the Mountain” coasters 
using some pieces of walnut and maple. The software I 

used is on a personal computer in my shop. It provides 
a visual representation of the completed work. The first 
rendering I created is the pocket in the coasters. The 
second rendering was the inlay which was a mirror 
image of the pocket. The same design was used for both 
pieces. I had a couple pieces of walnut and maple that 
were perfect for making four coasters.

You see that the inlay is a mirror of the pocket. To 
generate the rendering I had to input the types of cutters 
(V-Groove and End Mill) and their depth of cut for the 
software to use to create the rendering. 

Once I was satisfied with the design and renderings 
for the project, I exported the G-Code from the software 
that will be used by the CNC machine to move the 
cutters. I saved the G-Code on a USB flash drive at my 
computer, then inserted it into my CNC. The processor 
in the CNC reads the data from the flash drive when 
moving the cutters to mill the coasters.

So
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Screen capture of the walnut pocket design Screen capture of the maple inlay design
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The next step was to take the two milled pieces 
of wood to the CNC for cutting. I used an end mill 
to quickly remove most of the material and finish 
with a 60° V-Groove bit for the finished edges. The 
two finished pieces were milled to exactly match the 
rendering provided by the software. You can see from 
the image that the milled pieces turned out exactly as 
detailed in the rendering.

Gluing the pocket and inlay together—I paid very 
close attention to gluing all of the sharp edges created 
by the V-Groove bit. Applying even pressure on the 
two pieces is key to making a perfectly finished inlay. I 
can guarantee that the edges of the inlay will be firmly 
seated in the pocket if that is done.

When designing the inlay, I provided a space between 
the two pieces to allow for a handsaw or a bandsaw 
blade to go between the two pieces. That allowed an 
easy method to remove the unused material from the 
inlay. Once the material was removed, I took the final 
piece to the sander.

 I used a drum sander to rough finish the coasters. 
Once this sanding was done, I inspected the edges 
of the inlay to make sure they were clean and sharp 
without any gaps. A close-up image of the inlay shows 
the detail of the edges that form the “Old Man of the 
Mountain” design.

The final step was to cut out the coasters from the 
stock, finish sanding, apply a finish and add a cork 
backing. I used an alignment tool that I made with the 
CNC to place the cork in the correct place on the back 
of the coaster.

I continue to find many useful ways to incorporate 
a CNC machine into my work. The machine is very 
accurate and provides a platform for safely performing 
repetitive tasks. If you have ever made a number 
of stopped dados for a project using a router and 
homemade jig, you would greatly appreciate the ease 
with which this can be done on the CNC machine. 

I enjoy the workflow from the intricate design details 
in the software to choosing the right mills, gluing up the 
pieces and putting on the final finish. The connection of 
technology and woodworking provides me with a great 
deal of satisfaction producing one of a kind products 
from new or scrap materials. I hope that this article will 
encourage you to think about incorporating a CNC 
machine into your 
shop. 

Glue-up with even pressure Gap between inlay and pocket boards

Close-up of inlay

Ready for the finish Alignment tool

Machined pocket and inlay



Who doesn’t appreciate the uninterrupted flow 
of beautiful wood grain perhaps with some 

contrasting figure on full display in a slab table? The 
natural beauty of grain, swirls, color and abnormalities 
within a natural slab are exposed for all to see. It’s one 
of Mother Nature’s inspirational contributions to a 
woodworker’s creative potential. In this project I worked 
a small butternut slab into an interesting tabletop. The 
tabletop was mounted on a trestle base, also made of 
butternut wood. 

I acquired the rough-cut slab three or four years ago 
with bark still attached from a fellow Guild member at 
a flea market during one of our Guild’s annual meetings. 
It was not too large or heavy for me to manage on my 
own and it seemed appropriately sized for a small table. 
The natural edged slab did have some visible flaws that 
would need to be addressed during this project. 

I chose to make a simple trestle base for this 
project. The trestle base used for this table was nothing 
more than a scaled down version of any number of 

“dining table with trestle base” designs that can be 
found in woodworking articles or YouTube videos. It 
was made from 8/4 and 5/4 rough cut stock, milled and 
cut to final dimensions appropriate for the slab tabletop. 
Mortise and tenon joinery was used for the trestle frame, 
with wedged through-tenons securing the beam to each 
post of the trestle base. 

I worked on the slab first because I wanted to see what 
it revealed after it was flattened and shaped. The bark 
was removed with a few assorted drawknives. The slab 
was too wide for my 8˝ jointer and 12˝ planer so I used 
a router jig clamped to my workbench for the initial 
flattening. A plunge router was used with a 1˝ straight 
bit guided in a sled riding above the slab on the jig’s 
level rails. I made successive 1˝ passes back and forth 
across the piece, shaving about 1/8˝ with each full cycle. 
A No. 6 fore plane was used to shave off the remaining 
router bit fuzz and a card scraper cleaned up a few spots 
of tear-out. Drawknives and spokeshaves were used to 
remove the contrasting ring of white sapwood from the 
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by Bob Wyatt

Natural Edged Table
with a Trestle Base



light-to-medium brown heartwood. I then sculpted my 
version of a natural edge tabletop, carefully following 
the outer layers of newly exposed grain, retaining as 
much as possible.

Grain patterns in the freshly planed top reveal two 
similarly sized stems in this section of the trunk below 
where they would have separated into a fork. This area 
of the slab where the stems merge back into the main 
trunk has interesting grain distortion and figure as it 
passes through the crotch. Radiating from the crotch 
are both swirl crotch figure and feather crotch figure. 

Some of the identifying characteristics of 
butternut are also present in this slab. One undesirable 
characteristic was a dark, narrow pith with some voids 
weaving its way through the center of the slab. Moving 
further out into the visible grain and heartwood are 
a few small dark knots and several smaller pin knots 
dispersed throughout the slab. Emanating from the pin 
knots are shimmering waves that ripple across the grain. 
Another butternut identifier is its fluted growth rings, 
clearly visible in a few spots of this slab’s end grain. 

Four walnut butterfly keys were cut at an 8° blade tilt 
angle on the tablesaw using a small crosscut sled with 
blocks clamped to the fence to safely hold the walnut in 
place for each cut. Layout for the butterfly key mortises 
was done by carefully tracing around each key with 

a marking knife. The mortises were cut using a trim 
router and chisels. Three butterfly keys were mortised 
into one structurally weak area across a ribbon of crotch/
pith extending from the middle of the slab out to the 
edge of its narrow end. A fourth slightly larger butterfly 
key was mortised across a shorter but wider ribbon of 
crotch/pith that extended toward the opposite edge at 
the wider end of the top. 

Layout of the mortise and tenon joinery for 
the trestle base parts was done at the workbench 
using a 6˝ combination square and a marking knife. 
Measurements were relative to each part’s reference face 
orientation. Each cleat and foot called for identical twin 
mortises that were drilled first using a hollow chisel 
mortiser. To mitigate the risk of tear-out from drilling 
completely through each post, the through mortises 
were drilled halfway through from each side leaving 
clean edges around each mortise. Tenons were all cut 
at the tablesaw using a small crosscut sled to cut the 
shoulders and a shop-made tenon cutting jig to make 
the cheek cuts.

Shaping of the feet and cleats were done similarly, 
first doing the layout for the angled slope cuts to each 
part careful not to disturb the joinery zones. The initial 
angle cuts were done at the bandsaw. Cleanup of each 
slope to the layout line was done at the bench using a 
Stanley 604 hand plane.

With the top turned face down on the bench, 
placement of the assembled trestle base, cleats side down, 
was visually centered and attached to the underside of 
the asymmetrical shape of the table using buttons with 
tabs made to fit the channel cut into the inside of each 
cleat.

Following final card scraping and sanding, all 
surfaces received four coats of Waterlox Original Sealer 
Finish cut 20% with mineral spirits. Light sanding was 
done between coats. Final rub out of the finish was done 
using 0000 steel wool. Two coats of Fiddes Mello Wax 
was worked into every surface and buffed off, section by 
section, after the wax dried. 

This turned out to be a fun project, not too difficult, 
but with a few challenges to make it interesting. The 
butternut was a joy to work with using assorted hand 
tools throughout each stage of the process. 

Nature’s full figure view
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Drawknife bark removal

Butterfly mortise cleanup

Hollow chisel alignment

Dry fit of sanded parts

Router flattening jig

Butterfly key & mortise

Tenon shoulder cuts

Glue-up of trestle base

Cleanup with a No. 6

Layout for post tenons

Joinery reference faces

Finishing process

Cutting butterfly keys

Testing beam length

Shaping to the line

Fastening base to top
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by Bruce Wedlock

Demilune Table
Building a

The demilune table is a small, attractive project for 
a hall or sofa table whose design is easily modified 

to fit a specific space. Here we will review the design 
procedures and tips for the joinery of the curved surfaces. 
While these tables’ legs were frequently decorated with 
Federal period designs, that discussion will not be 
covered in this article. 

Design
The first step in the table design is to determine 

the desired width (W) and depth (D). For the table 
described here, W = 26 inches and D = 7 inches. The 
three inch x W rectangular section covers the rear legs 
and rear apron while the half ellipse with a major axis of 
W and a minor axis of D – 3 completes the top shape. 
The table will be 28 inches high. 

Constructing the Curved Apron
The curved apron is built up from five courses of ¾˝ 

poplar bricks. One course is shown below. The alternate 
course will have the bricks staggered as in a masonry 
wall. We now need to lay out the apron pattern and cut 
the bricks.

Since the tabletop overhangs the apron by 5/8˝, the 
elliptical curve of the apron has it axes reduced by 
1¼˝. Lay out this ellipse on a piece of ¾˝ MDF and 
add the 3˝ rectangle. Bandsaw and smooth the apron 
pattern. 

The finished apron will be one inch thick. Assembly 
requires driving nails in the apron center to hold the 
bricks during gluing. The location of these nails is very 
difficult to position when the rectangular bricks are in 
place. To accurately establish this nail locus a second 
pattern is very helpful. This can also be made from 
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MDF, plywood or even corrugated cardboard as its 
only function is to establish the nail locus line. To that 
end make a copy of the apron pattern with the curved 
perimeter reduced by 1/2˝. 

We next need to lay out the poplar brick courses. 
For this table a 2¼˝ wide brick was used. To arrange 
the brick layout, cut a 2¼˝ x 9˝ window in cardboard 
to lay out over the apron to determine the appropriate 
angles and lengths of the bricks to produce the apron. 
Examples of the A and B course layouts are shown 
above. Note the bricks include the ¾˝ apron tenons.

For a 3¾˝ high apron we will need three courses 
of A bricks and two courses of B bricks. To make the 
cutting of individual bricks efficient, set the brick 
crosscut angles at one half the angle between adjacent 
bricks as shown in the diagram.

Construct Curved Apron
Start by cutting out and labeling the bricks as shown 

in the diagram. Fasten the first A course to the bench 
with joints tight using double sided tape. Place the 
apron over the bricks with at least a 1/8˝ brick overhang. 
With the nail locus marked on the pattern, drill pilot 

holes and screw the bricks to the pattern. Bandsaw the 
bricks close to the pattern and use a pattern bit in the 
router table to shape the bricks to the pattern.

Layout and glue the first B course on the previously 
routed bricks, draw the nail locus and clamp the bricks 
with nails. Bandsaw and rout using the previous course 
of bricks as the pattern. Continue until all courses are 
finished. Bandsaw and smooth the inside apron to a 
1˝ thickness.
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Rear Table Legs
Mill four legs 11/2˝ square and 273/8˝long from 

mahogany. Mill an additional piece of secondary wood 
to the identical cross section and 10˝ long for a bridle 
joint layout jig. 

There are two types of joints used to join the aprons 
and legs. The rear legs use conventional mortise and 
tenon joints, while the front legs employ the less 
conventional bridle joint. Cut the 5/16˝ mortises 13/16˝ 
deep in the rear legs as shown below. Do not mill the 
rear apron tenons now.

Curved Apron Tenon
The next step is to cut 

the curved apron tenons. 
Lay a straightedge on the 
major axis of the ellipse 
to establish the tenon 
shoulders and mark them 
with a knife. Transfer this 
line down the sides of the 
apron to establish the tenon 
cheeks. The setback for the outside cheek should be 

5/16˝, leaving a 1/8˝reveal on the rear leg. The leg mortise 
is 5/16˝ wide, so mill the inside cheek for a sliding fit 
in the mortise. Mill a 1/2˝step at the top of the tenon 
or employ a haunch if you prefer. Fit the tenon to the 
mortise. Repeat these steps for the opposite tenon.

Rear Apron Tenon
The tenons on the 

rear apron need to be 
carefully laid out since 
their shoulder spacing 
is governed by the front 
apron tenons. Dry fit 
the rear legs and front 
apron and place the rear 
apron against them. With a marking knife locate the 
tenon shoulders on each end of the rear apron. Working 
from that mark as the reference edge, lay out the tenon 
shoulders around the rear apron with the knife. 

Mill the rear tenon outside cheek to make the rear 
apron flush with the outside of the rear leg. Work to 
about 1/16˝ of the shoulder—the shoulders will be 
trimmed by hand as the last step. Cut the tenon top 
back to fit the mortise or add a haunch. Mill the inside 
cheek for a sliding fit in the mortise. Finish by paring 
the tenon shoulders to the knife line. 

Front Table Legs
The bridle joint in the front legs is a simple notch 

shown below. A tenon jig is useful here for cutting this 
notch. Cut identical notches in both front legs and the 
layout jig. First cut the front edge of the notch. With 
the same leg face against the jig adjust the saw fence for 
a notch width of 1/2˝ and cut the notch. The tablesaw 
will not cut the notch to the full depth, so use a cutting 
gauge to extend the notch sides to the full length and 
finish the cut on the bandsaw. Clean up the notch with 
a coping saw and chisel.
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Bridle Joints
Fitting the square legs 

to the curved apron bridal 
joint requires some special 
attention. We need a pair 
of dados in the front and 
rear of the apron which 
align to receive the notch 
in the square leg. The first step is to locate the front 
dado approximately 45° from the center of rear apron. 
For this table, that puts the outside corners of the front 
dados 71/2 ˝ from the front corner of the apron tenon 
shoulder. Locate and mark this point on the top of the 
apron.

Cut about 2˝ off the rear stub of the layout jig. This 
now becomes the gauge to lay out the sides of the front 
and rear dados. Place the short stub against the back 
of the apron with one edge at the above located mark. 
Draw a line on each side on the apron top. These are the 
edges of the front and rear dados. Drop perpendicular 
pencil lines to mark the edges of the dados on the apron 
faces. 

Next use a marking knife to mark the vertical edges 
of the front dado a hair less than the lines to ensure the 
leg will fit the dado tight. Err on the side of too tight 
since that is much easier to correct. Chisel bevels to the 
knife line and saw to a depth of ¼˝. Bandsaw cuts in 
the waste area ease chiseling to remove stock. Finish the 
depth with a router plane set to ¼˝ to produce a plane 
surface parallel to the apron face. When finished, the 
leg should fit the dado just tight.

We now need to establish the depth of the rear dado. 
This is done by placing the front leg of the leg jig in the 
front dado and marking the edge of the stub end on 
the top of the apron. This establishes the dado depth. 
Remove the dado waste with saw and chisel as described 
before until you get close, but do not go to the full 

depth. The rear dado edges should be loose, so they 
won’t interfere with fitting the dado depth. If tight, use 
a block plane to remove wood from the leg until a loose 
fit is achieved. Since this joint is not visible, planing 
the leg is easier than trimming the dado’s edge. Finally 
deepen the dado for a 
sliding fit with the leg. 
This is best done with a 
shoulder plane. 

All you need is a 
smooth sliding fit as 
the leg’s position will 
be established by front 
dado.

Chisel bevel to line Saw dado edges

Bandsaw waste Chisel out waste

Set dado depth Rout final dado depth

Fitted leg

33Guild of  New Hampshire  Woodworkers



Taper the Legs
With all the leg joinery 

finished, the legs can now be 
tapered. There are several ways to 
taper a leg, but Steve Latta’s jig 
described in Fine Woodworking 
Nov/Dec, 2012 is strongly recommended. It is truly 
foolproof. 

The sides of the legs which are under the table’s top 
are tapered. The sides which face out remain straight. 
Mark the taper start 4¼˝ below the top of the legs. Lay 
out the ¾˝ square end of the taper on the foot. Cut the 
tapers a hair fat to allow for planing away the machine 
marks. Be careful that the tapers are cut on the sides of 
the legs which are under the table’s top. 

To finish the tapers, 
plane away the machine 
marks and set the start of 
the taper to 1/2˝ below the 
apron mortise. Use chalk 
to mark the area below the 
start of the taper. As you 
plane the leg, the edge of 
the taper is indicated by 
the edge of the chalk. Plane 
until the chalk edge is at the 
start of the taper.

Veneer the Apron
A focal point of 

demilune tables is the 
apron’s decorative veneer. 
This table was veneered 
with birdseye maple. The 
veneering is straightforward, 
only bending in one direction. 

The main issue is a caul to provide uniform pressure 
on the veneer over the curved surface. An effective caul 
can be made from plywood by cutting kerfs with a rip 
blade as shown above. Use ¾˝ 5-ply hardwood plywood 
a bit larger than the center apron cross section and cut 
1/8˝ kerfs on 3/8˝ centers perpendicular to the face grain 
with a rip blade. This leaves a thickness between 1/16˝ 
and 1/8˝. Check the bending flexibility against the apron 

to determine a flexible kerf depth. Bend the caul only 
against the apron. Bending without the apron backing 
can snap the caul in two. 

Trim the veneer for a 1/8˝ overhang. Roughen 
the apron surface with a toothing plane or 60 grit 
sandpaper. Good adhesive choices are UnibondOne or 
Titebond Cold Press veneer glues which are formulated 
for veneering, produce an extra hard glue line, allow a 
long open work time and resist bleed through. Clamp 
the apron in a vise, apply the adhesive and smooth it 
with a notched applicator. Be sure to get a good coating 
at the edges. Apply the veneer and use blue tape to keep 
it in position. Quickly spray a light coating of water on 
the surface to prevent the veneer from curling. Press the 
veneer onto the apron surface with a J-roller, squeezing 
out excess glue. Be sure to get squeeze-out at the corners 
and ends.

Clamp the caul 
to hold the veneer 
to the apron. When 
the adhesive is cured, 
trim the veneer to 
the apron edges. A 
flush trim saw works best for this. A sharp chisel is not a 
good trimming choice as the grain around the birdseye 
is gnarly, causing an eye at the edge to pop right out. 

Tabletop
Mill the mahogany tabletop to 5/8˝ thick. Trace out 

the tabletop shape using the apron pattern, adding 5/8˝ 
around the curved edge. Saw and shape the curved edge.

Bead Trim
A final detail is a 

bead panel applied to 
the underside of the 
apron. Shapes are cut 
from 1/8˝ mahogany 
to fit between the 
rear corners of 
the leg with a 1/8˝ 
semicircular reveal 
in front of the apron. 
Round the reveal and glue in place.

Front leg taper
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Federal Decorations
Steve Latta has produced 

excellent articles and videos on 
Federal style inlay decorations for 
Fine Woodworking. Log on to 
Steve Latta – Fine Woodworking for his 
articles on ornamental bellflowers, 
stringing, banding and oval inlays. 
He also has several instructional 
DVDs available from Lie-Nielsen 
Toolworks: Steve Latta Lie-Nielsen 

Toolworks. These will illustrate how 
to decorate your table legs in the 
Federal style. 

Needing a ¼˝ x ¼˝ groove about 8˝ long in a piece 
of ¾˝ poplar, I installed a carbide upcut bit in 

my router table. I got a scary surprise about halfway 
through the cut! The bit came up through the stock 
about halfway through the pass. The photos show the 
result.

Note the groove depth continuously penetrates the 
stock as it was pushed through the cut. Stopping the 
router, I reset the bit and finished the groove. I thought 
I had securely clamped the ¼˝ shank bit in the reducing 
collet in the 1/2˝ chuck. However my chuck tightens 
via an Allen set screw system, not a pair of collet nuts. 
While I never previously had any problem with 1/2˝shank 
bits, the ¼˝ reducing collet obviously doesn’t work well 
in my 1/2˝ chuck.

I have subsequently had the same experience a 
couple of times since which got me thinking about 
possible causes of the problem. I have now concluded it 
is caused by cutting a groove with an upcut bit.

Examine the pictures of an upcut bit and a wood 
screw. The twists on the cutter and the screw threads 
go the same direction, so a clockwise rotation will drive 
both downward. When the upcut bit is simply pushed 
down when cutting a mortise, the threads just expel the 

wood chips. But when the bit is used to cut a groove, 
the cutting motion pushes against the downward spiral, 
which adds a downward component of force to the bit. 
With an inadequate grip on the bit, it will screw itself 
into the stock as described above.

So when cutting grooves with an upcut bit, be 
sure it is secure in the router chuck. I no longer use a 
reducing collet for these cuts. I change to a conventional 
¼˝ chuck for a better grip. 

Upcut Bit Danger by Bruce Wedlock
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Furniture making is part engineering. Build a 
chair, or anything else for that matter, and you’re 

designing joints to keep it together. The mere weight 
of a body in your chair, or leaning back and rocking 
around, twists those tenons in their mortises, tries to 
pull them apart, force them together or sheer them off. 
Almost every furniture joint at some time feels the same 
twist, tension, compression and sheer forces. 

Good joint design is about balance, between the size 
of the tenon, its mortise and the area of the shoulder. 
A good rule of thumb is a tenon one third the width 
of the part it’s cut into, but it could be as much as 
one half. You might think a thicker tenon makes for a 
stronger joint. But its big mortise could unnecessarily 
weaken the part it’s cut into. The tenon takes tension 
stresses pulling the joint apart or twisting it, but plenty 
of shoulder is key to resisting compression forces. The 
shoulders don’t have to be equal, but it’s best to have 
at least two shoulders along the long sides of the tenon 
(the cheeks).

Well designed joints do more than just keep parts 
strongly connected. They also keep parts aligned to one 
another. Drawer slides and guides that stay aligned with 
the drawer rails make for smooth running drawers. Well 
thought out mortise and tenons of a breadboard end 
keep it firmly connected and flush with the top.

Glue
The best joints have mechanical strength independent 

of any glue. Dovetails are a good example where the 
wood is physically interlocked. So is a tight mortise and 
tenon which any glue more firmly locks together. Joints 
that rely on glue for strength, such as an open bridle 
joint, have nowhere near the strength of a whole mortise. 
In a mortise, the integrity of connecting wood fibers top 
and bottom can resist twisting forces spreading it apart. 

The most effective glue surfaces within a joint are 
long grain to long grain, with long grain to end grain 
having some but far less strength. You want plenty 
of cheek area of a tenon mating snugly with the long 
sides of the mortise. Double parallel tenons are a lot 
more work to cut, but they double the glue surface and 
strength for the same size joint. Pins through the joint, 
even draw bored to force the joint snugly together, are 
nice insurance and add some strength. Where it works 
aesthetically, it’s far stronger to wedge wider the end of a 
through tenon into a dovetail. This adds the mechanical 
strength you want, but be careful of very long tenons 
and potential shrinkage of the mortised part.

Center the Mortise
Where you can, center the mortise (and usually the 

tenon) in a part. The reason, well known in engineering, 
is that the center of a part sees the least stress since 
the outer fibers feel the most tension or compression 
forces. A good example is a frame and panel door where 
centering the joint also makes sense for a centered 
groove and panel.

Sometimes shifting the joint off of center has 
advantages, such as an apron to leg joint. Moving the 
joints further towards the outside of the leg (the face 
sides) allows for longer tenons. An additional 3/16˝ of 
length might add 15% or more glue area to both tenons. 
Where tenons meet inside a joint such as this one, miter 
them, so that each stays as long as possible. If for some 
reason, one side needed more strength than the other, 
leave it’s tenon full length and butt the other (shorter 
one) to it.

Size the Tenon
In typical furniture work tenons ¼˝ thick, especially 

in soft woods, are vulnerable to snapping off. A 5/16˝ 
thick tenon is my minimum, except for within very 
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Double tenons have double the glue area and double the 
strength for the same size joint.

small joints where I have made tenons as thin as 1/8˝. 
A very long tenon might seem like a good idea, but 
unless you are joining large pieces, tenons longer than 
two or three inches can have diminishing returns. The 
mortised part can shrink and actually force the tenon 
out and open the joint. Long tenons will also flex. I 
don’t know any rule of thumb for tenon length related 
to thickness, but something in the range of four to six 
times seems very adequate. 

Haunch the Tenon
Far more important is to have a tenon as tall as 

possible as this gives maximum resistance to twist. Ideal 
is a full height tenon with no shoulder top and bottom. 
This is no problem for a seat rail into a rear chair leg 
other than you have to cut the mortises accurately—
there is no top or bottom shoulder to cover any miscuts. 
For the front leg, cutting a full height mortise to the 
top of the leg—essentially the bridle joint I mentioned 
earlier—is weak and unattractive. The solution, useful 
any time a mortise is cut at the end of a part, is a haunch.

A haunch is a shorter part of the tenon, generally 
angled, and at most about 3/8˝ deep into a mating part 
of the mortise. How wide a haunch depends upon the 
overall length of the mortise, but between 1/2˝ and ¾˝ 
works well. The haunched tenon adds a small amount 
of glue area, and more importantly gives maximum 
resistance to twist. Repairing furniture over the years, I 
have seen how important a haunch is. Where the tenon 
is unhaunched, the rail is able to warp out of alignment 
or a small gap opens up where the haunch should have 
been.

Two Tenons or One
Mortises longer than about 4˝ start to lose the 

integrity I spoke of. Their internal strength and stiffness 
that makes for a strong joint is independent of glue. On 
very wide rails it’s best to cut two narrow tenons with 3˝ 
or so of space between them. The mortises retain their 
strength, and to lock the rail over it’s entire width—very 
important—cut a stubby tenon into a groove in the 
area between the tenons. Breadboard ends use this 
arrangement. For any wide rails you’ll have to take 

A well proportioned mortise and tenon with a haunch to lock the 
tenon full height.

For wide rails, divide the tenon into separate mortises, but retain 
a short tenon between them. Be sure to allow some space for the 

tenons to shrink or swell.

seasonal movement into account and be careful which 
tenons you glue.

In any project, but especially for complex ones, 
making a full scale drawing helps to design and lay out 
the joinery. You can see the actual size of the tenons, 
their shoulders and the depth of the mortise. When 
it comes to cutting the joints, you can then lift their 
positions and dimensions right from the drawing and 
make fewer mistakes. 

There’s no need to invent joinery. If you have a 
challenging situation, find a book on Chinese joints. 
You’ll find some amazingly complex and elegant 
solutions to joining anything but are not always as 
challenging to cut as they look. 
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Clamp Extenders 

How many times have 
you heard that you 

can never have enough 
clamps? I am partial to 
Bessy style parallel clamps, 
mostly the 24˝ version 
although I do have a 
couple 50˝ ones.

I occasionally need more longer clamps and I saw 
that Bessy sells an extender that works with two of 
their new style clamps that joins them together. All my 
clamps are the of the older version with crimped ends 
to keep the clamp from sliding off. 

I built the custom extenders shown here to adapt my 
24˝ and 50˝ clamps. I ground off the crimp so that I can 
remove the clamp head and join two clamps together. 

Shop Talk by Steve Costain

Dust-Chip Level Measuring System 

Like many of you I have a dust collection system for 
my machines. My system is located in a separate 

space from my shop and is not convenient to check the 
level in the 55 gallon barrel. A number of years ago 
I installed an Oneida dust level monitor system that 
worked poorly when it did work.

Recently I plugged the entire system up and spent the 
better part of three hours getting it to run again. I said 
enough is enough. I am getting an industrial quality bin 
level measuring system. I did some research and found a 
unit made by Aplus Finetek Sensor (aplusfine.com).

After describing my application to the engineer, 
he recommended SE310ACUG2000—the cost was 
$181.12

I originally had the switch mounted to the barrel but 
it did not work as well as when mounted to the cone of 
the dust collector. 

You can see the paddle wheel looking up into the 
cone of the dust collector in the photo. The unit turns a 
plastic paddle at a slow rpm. When the dust or chip level 

gets high enough to stop the paddle, the paddle and 
the drive motor twists and a micro-switch is activated 
sending a signal to ring an antique bell that is mounted 
on the wall in my shop. It’s loud and can be heard over 
the noise of machines running. 
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Recently published by Britain’s Tools and Trades 
History Society (taths.org.uk), The Warrington Chest 

book is similar to their Tool Chest of Benjamin Seaton 
which I reviewed in the Winter, 2015 issue of The Journal.

The Warrington chest is one that we can expect to 
see many people copy. It is a stunning work of art. The 
outside, which still has its original paint, looks like a 
tack box that has been kicking around the barn for 
years. Opening the chest, it seems to glow like a treasure 
chest with the bright and still new looking veneer and 
inlay work. The interior is a tour-de-force of mahogany 
and inlaid banding.

Ernest Warrington built the chest in 1888 when he 
was 18 years old. He was a pattern maker in Sheffield, 
England. He died young at 27 and the chest passed to 
his brother who was also a pattern maker. It has stayed 
pretty much intact through the present day. 

What I find remarkable is the veneer and inlay work 
that would not be part of the pattern maker’s trade. 
Typically, they make incredibly precise wooden patterns 
for sand casting metal. Ernest was so finicky that he 
made his banding so that there were no odd short sized 
pieces in the corners. 

He also had a unique system for making his drawers. 
The drawer sides tapered from bottom to top on the 
outside surface and mated with a matching tapered 
drawer guide on the sides.

The book covers what is known of his life and work 
and an inventory of the tools. Detailed drawings of 
the chest are included. I ordered the book online from 
the website using PayPal and received it within a week 
despite postal slow-downs. 

Warrington Chest

by Joe Barry

The Book Review



John Willse New London, NH

Corner Cabinet—Cherry. The corner cabinet is in two pieces 

(to get it out of my basement workshop). The legs and the 

crown molding were done by “plowing” across the blade in the 

tablesaw. This provided the cove cut necessary on the crown 

and legs. The back of the upper cabinet is birch to provide the 

contrast for contents and to allow for a lighter background. The 

finish is my usual stain and polyurethane.

John Dutka Wolfeboro, NH

Sculpted Rocking Chair—Sam Maloof inspired cherry rocking 

chair designed by Hal Taylor. The back braces are laminated with 

quartersawn ash in the middle to provide just enough stability 

while still retaining flexibility for ultimate comfort. 

Carving the seat is always a bit nerve wracking after spending a 

significant amount of time on the Maloof joints at the legs, but 

as Hal has said many times on his forum, proceed with reckless 

abandon. In this case, I was rewarded with an outline of the state 

of New Hampshire in the middle of the seat. Mother nature is 

quite amazing. Finished with equal parts raw tung oil, boiled 

linseed oil and urethane varnish.

John Jacobs Weston, MA

Table for Summer Home—I am decidedly an amateur. I build 

in Massachusetts which I then transport to my summer home 

in Michigan. The table is ash with walnut accents.
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