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There are many fine furniture makers who have distinguished 
themselves as having particular talents in one or more specific areas. 

We tend to categorize them by their specific expertise where they become 
relegated to an elevated position in our minds. Although Garrett Hack 
has distinguished himself as a hand plane expert (having written books 
on the subject), this singular skill only touches the surface of his abilities. 

As a young fledgling woodworker, I would attend numerous 
woodworking shows and seminars to enhance my knowledge of the craft. 
At one particular event, I watched a demonstration of various types of 
hand plane usage. Garrett showed a remarkable ability to communicate 
the complexities of this tool and to demonstrate the versatility and 
applications in a number of instances. It became apparent, that in the 
hands of a “master,” this tool had amazing potential for so many aspects 
of fine woodworking. He was comprehensive but succinct. There was 
little extraneous information. Each sentence displayed a clarity and a 
specific purpose intended to educate the participants. 

What so impressed me that day was not just the expanse of his 
knowledge regarding hand planes in general, but his ability to 
communicate to the audience the fine nuances of their function. He 
was a born teacher, a man who had a gift to instruct others with an ease 
and exactitude that was more indicative of a graduate school professor 
than of skilled cabinet maker. 
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The 
‘Plane’ Truth   

An Artisan of 
Incomparable Ability

by Mike DiMaggio



Over time I began to realize that Garrett was a 
“professor” of the art of fine woodworking and would 
establish himself as one of the preeminent teachers 
and scholars of our time. To get an idea of just how 
prolific Garrett is as a teacher, he has provided ongoing 
instruction and hands-on seminars in England, Spain, 
Italy, Austria, Germany, Canada, Israel, Japan, as well 
as extensively in the United States. Such international 
demand clearly indicates his value as an instructor in 
furniture design, construction and development of 
hand tool usage.

As I have been privileged to spend more time with 
Garrett over the years, I have come to appreciate the 
complexity and dedication he exhibits to so many aspects 
of life. As a hand tool collector and master craftsman, 
he has developed an encyclopedic knowledge of vintage 
tools and techniques that provides his audience with a 
historical perspective that is unique to his craft. 

Garrett not only makes fine furniture, he invests 
himself into the development of the piece, the choice 
of wood and any ancillary additions that brings a 
uniqueness and personal quality to each and every 
creation. Each masterpiece is an extension of himself, of 
his values and interests as an artist. 

His shop is a microcosm of this philosophy with 
just a few simple vintage machines for initial shaping 
with the majority of the process devoted to his many 
finely honed hand tools. There are no massive industrial 
machines and no assembly line approach to construction. 
Each piece is afforded the attention and special care that 
is synonymous with his brand. This was highlighted to 
me as we were sitting and discussing various topics of 
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education and craftsmanship. 
Garrett was working on this 
finely shaped, delicate leg 
that he had made for a table 
on commission. During our 
discussion, I noticed how 
he gave an extraordinary 
amount of attention to the 
shaping of this leg using 
a variety of homemade 
scrapers of various sizes and 
shapes as well as his plane. 
The amount of time he spent 
on each facet bordered on 
the obsessive until he was 
pleased with the shape and 
feel of the surface. He let me 
touch the surface which felt 
like a finely burnished piece 
of ivory, incredibly smooth 
to the touch and pleasing 
to the eyes. Yet this piece had absolutely no finish at 
all on its surface, just the skilled scraping, planing and 
burnishing of a master craftsman. 

What I thought might seem to be obsessive in his 
attention to this process was actually what has defined 
him as an artisan of unequaled ability. The end result 
must be a standard of the highest proportions. For 
Garrett, this standard is representative of his life 
philosophy, whether it be woodworking, farming 
(one of his great passions), teaching, writing or being 
involved in some new endeavor or interest. There are no 
short cuts to quality and each undertaking is a defining 
experience for how he represents himself.

As a graduate of Princeton University with a degree 
in engineering, Garrett worked on a number of projects 
as a site engineer. With this background, he easily 
transitioned to the field of furniture making. In 1978 
he went to Boston and studied with the renowned 
furniture maker Jere Osgood who greatly enhanced and 
stimulated his design and development skills. 

From this exposure in conjunction with his own 
particular interests, Garrett developed a style of furniture 
unique to himself in regards to the interesting forms 

and magical qualities that each of his pieces manifest. 
Unique inlays with abalone, mother of pearl and various 
exotic woods often compliment his unique design styles. 
Garrett is renowned for his “hidden drawer” technique 
where he fashions one or sometimes a number of 
hidden drawers that have a secret method for opening 
the drawer. In one of his famous creations Outside In, 
Garrett demonstrates his concept of the hidden drawer 
with a special locking mechanism that requires all the 
drawers to be aligned in such a way that the inlay stripes 
are all vertically in the same plane.

As we can see from the photos, not only is this 
piece incredibly beautiful and intricate with its many 
different inlays, curves and vertical striping, but also 
as an engineering marvel incorporating a mechanical 
locking system, adding to the mystique and intrigue of 
this piece. 

It is this specificity of design that has made Garrett 
a renowned furniture master who is recognized 
internationally for his design prowess and distinctive 
enhancements. As you examine his many pieces, you 
develop a sense of how much Garrett is personally 
invested in his work. He takes the time to hand smooth 

Outside In—Douglas fir, cherry, curly maple, ebony and 17 other woods (2017). Interior 
painted by Carolyn Enz Hack, curly birch tambour, a drawer poking through a door and three 
swing out drawers that unlock the door below. Staved construction with fine ebony beads 
at the joints and drawers opening everywhere. The top contains a Morse Code signature and 
date. The three rippling drawers are a combination lock to open the wavy door below—by 
lining up the right colored stripes!
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every facet of every board, pillowing and chamfering 
the wood to give it a sense of weightlessness. His 
use of various and unique inlay components placed 
conspicuously about provides a sense of curiosity. 
Garrett is renowned for his use of abalone and mother 
of pearl as an inlay treatment often times incorporating 
a coded message on the body of his pieces.

Well known for his association with fine hand tools 
and in particular hand planes, Garrett has an impressive 
collection of antique and vintage planes with a number 
of exceptional quality English smoothers. Numerous 
specialty planes abound in his shop with smaller block 
planes and one-of-a-kind planes in the many drawers 
that surround his shop floor. His large Spiers English 
smoothing plane with its thick iron is one of his prized 
possessions. The weight and heft of this plane is so 
exceptional that I had difficulty negotiating it with one 
hand!

Garrett’s plane acumen parallels his skill in 
sharpening his various plane irons. As a teacher he has 
always emphasized the necessity for learning the proper 
procedure for cambering a blade to eliminate the tell-
tale track marks that a square blade generally leaves. He 
has acquired an effortless skill to hand sharpen his planes 
with a dexterity rivaling the finest high end sharpening 
jigs and machines available. Watching him deftly slide 
the iron over a stone in a rhythmic, consistent manner 
with locked wrists and an economy of movement 
certainly gives credence to his reputation as a master 
tool aficionado. Unless the iron has significant damage, 
Garrett generally will use a 2000, 5000 and finally an 
8000 grit finishing stone with final honing done on 
a leather strop. A tactile examination of the wood’s 
surface immediately indicated to me that the face was 
glass smooth and an absolute joy to touch!

One of the crowning achievements of Garrett’s career 
was the design and fabrication of his shop in Thetford, 
Vermont. A sturdy post and beam construction with 
a hardwood floor and an outside brick façade with 
granite block foundation, it is a showcase specifically 
designed for the type of work that Garrett enjoys. 
Waves of natural light engulf the shop during the day 
and provides outstanding optics for the fine work so 
indicative of his pieces. The shop abounds with fine 

hand tools well organized for specific tasks and arranged 
to assist his functional working style.

 A treatise on the life and accomplishments of Garrett 
Hack would not be complete without addressing another 
of his great passions that rival his love of woodworking. 
He is the consummate “gentlemen farmer” raising his 
own crops, plowing his fields in the traditional manner 
with his much-loved Belgian Jazz, raising his own 
beef, milking his cows and tending to his extensive 
orchards and a functional woodlot. His self sufficiency 
is an integral part of his makeup as a craftsman and 
contributes greatly to his independence and self-
reliance. When he speaks of being a farmer, it is easy 
to see the passion in his demeanor and the innate 
enjoyment that farming provides for him. It is one of 
the important additives that make up this talented and 
gifted professional.

In my extensive interview with Garrett, we often 
times digressed into numerous topics, as his expansive 
knowledge of various subjects made for an extremely 
stimulating and informative discourse. After one 
such interlude, Garrett remarked, I guess we should 
get back to the original topic. I smiled to myself as 
his willingness to share his personal perspective on so 
many different areas had given me a perspective that 
I deeply appreciated and had far exceeded any of my 
expectations. 

For me this personal insight was indeed the topic, 
sharing his most cherished feelings as a world class 
artisan, teacher, mentor, fine furniture craftsman, 
gentlemen farmer and family man. His achievements 
in his field have only been eclipsed by the adulation, 
recognition and appreciation of the thousands of future 
craftsmen who have been privileged to engage with him 
in such a personal way. Garrett Hack has contributed 
immeasurably, not only to the field of woodworking, 
but more so to humanity itself as he continues to set a 
shining example of how to conduct one’s life to achieve 
true satisfaction.

And thus the “plane truth” is…Garrett Hack has 
established himself as a man of impeccable credentials, 
whose contributions to humanity and the arts continue 
to have profoundly positive effects for many whose lives 
he has touched. 
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ExtErior Finish For Mahogany Door—What is the best 
exterior finish for a new mahogany door?—Alfred Spitzer

Al Breed replies: Use Epifanes marine varnish, gloss, with 
UV blocker. If the door is facing the sun, you will still 
have to redo it every once in a while. Ask a boat person 
for details. 

Jeffrey Cooper replies: Epifanes, available from West 
Marine—westmarine.com.

Garrett Hack replies: Marine varnish—high quality spar 
varnish.

Bob Couch replies: There is pretty much no exterior natural 
wood finish that doesn’t require annual or bi-annual 
maintenance. Fine Woodworking did a two year study of 
all available exterior finishes on different types of wood. 
As I recall, this test was done in three different areas of 
the country—Torture Test for Outdoor Finishes. Epifanes 
was named the best and it had the highest UV filter. It is a 
marine finish made in Holland and imported by Epifanes 
North America in Thomaston, ME—epifanes.com. 

The instructions are to first use a coat of penetrating 
epoxy to really seal the pours of the wood. I get my 
penetrating epoxy from Jamestown Distributors—
jamestowndistributors.com. Epifanes even come in half 
quarts which is what I usually buy.

The exposure any door has to the weather, especially 
the sun, can have a big effect because of UV, which is 
your biggest enemy.

Elliot Savitzky replies: Most spar varnishes are a mixture 
of hardening oil (linseed or tung) and alkyd, phenolic 
or polyurethane resin in a solvent. They have enough 
natural pigment to block ultraviolet sunlight. The 

surface you are painting must be clean and dry, but once 
the varnish cures, it protects even underwater. 

guitar Finish—I am getting into guitar building (just 
finished my first) but once I think my piece is ready 
for a finish I am worried I am about to wreck all the 
hard work I’ve put into the piece because I’ve chosen 
the wrong finish or I don’t know how to apply it.— 

Charlie Levesque

Garrett Hack replies: The way to gain confidence with any 
finish is to work on some samples first. Prepare them to 
the same degree as your guitar. Traditional instrument 
finishes are some sort of resin or varnish. Modern makers 
use lacquers. I would use shellac. Mix your own from 
good quality flakes, keep it thin, pad on many layers, 
and level with 0000 steel wool between every 4 or 5 
coats after they are cured overnight. Build to a gloss you 
like, then pad on a couple of coats of very thin varnish. 

Phil Kinsler replies: I’m not a guitar builder but I own 
more quality instruments than my talent deserves. Love 
the woods and the tonal possibilities. This question 
intrigued me so I did a little research. Apparently one 
can finish a guitar with everything from oils and wax 
to nitrocellulose and polyurethane. To some extent this 
depends on the kind of guitar you’re building and how 
much or how little you want the finish to effect the tone. 
Acoustic guitars want to be allowed to vibrate, therefore 
many manufacturers use the thinnest finishes they can 
balance with the need for longevity. Electric guitars may 
depend more on how the finish effects the electronic 
pickup. 

I found a good site that reviews some of the choices 
at zinginstruments.com/types-of-guitar-finishes. One of 
the major distributors of finishes can be found at 

Ask the Old Saw
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stewmac.com and search for “Finishing.” They seem to 
carry most everything, many in spray-can format.

sharpEning Jigs—What are the recommendations 
for sharpening jigs on the market–i.e. Veritas MK II, 
Lie-Nielsen, Woodcraft, etc?—Richard Seiden

Garrett Hack replies: The single advantage of a jig is that 
it holds your blade at a consistent angle to the stone. 
When you are learning to sharpen, this can be a big help 
in getting good results. Otherwise they are a pain to set 
up and use. Far more efficient and versatile is to learn 
to sharpen freehand. If you hollow grind your blades 
so the bevel is very stable on your stone, you can learn 
in an afternoon. It’s like riding a bike, so easy once the 
training wheels are off. 

Elliot Savitzky replies: Which jig you select really depends 
on both convenience and the amount you want to 
spend. I have the Veritas MK II mostly because it allows 
for sharpening wide and narrow blades as long as you 
buy the kit with both jigs included. It also has a guide to 
set the distance from the edge of the blade in order to set 
your bevel angle. The Lie-Nielsen jig and others require 
you to construct your own stop blocks to set the various 
angles—too much work for me. The Woodcraft jig is a 
bit more simplistic but works well.

That said, I have moved back to sharpening my 
chisels and plane irons using a hollow grind and my 
older oil stones. I had learned to use the hollow grind 
and oil stones at a class at North Bennett Street School 
and always thought I wasn’t getting my blades sharp 
enough because of the quality of my chisels and/or the 
fact that I wasn’t using water stones. Big dollars later, I 
replaced my Irwin chisels with Lie-Nielsen chisels and 
my oil stones with Ohishi water stones (1,000, 8,000, 
and 10,000 grits) and bought the Veritas MK II. 

I am currently in the process of taking ten weeks of 
classes at North Bennett Street School, where during 
the first week we re-learned how to put a sharp edge on 
a chisel. Guess what? I’m now back to my hollow grind 
and oil stones—India to flatten the back and to hone 

an edge after the hollow grind and Arkansas and Black 
Arkansas for honing. And this takes me significantly less 
time to hone the edges in about ten seconds than it does 
to insert the chisel in the sharpening jig.

The moral of the story is that do what you feel is 
right, but going back to basics never hurt a chisel.

Richard Oedel replies: In general, for flat blades, learn to 
do it by hand and touch it up all the time. Jigs are nice 
to have, but you tend to do it less often. 

For carving tools, I used to do them all by hand, but 
David Esterly, the carver who was able to do all the 
Grinling Gibbons restoration work at Windsor Castle, 
was a late convert and ardent supporter of a moving 
wheel system. I plan on buying one soon. 

I tend to do all my sharpening using abrasive 
sandpaper on glass. 

Bruce Wedlock replies: A sharpening jig’s purpose is to 
hold the blade at a constant angle as you work through 
different stones shaping and honing the bevel. Any jig 
will hold the bevel constant. But will the jig allow you 
to accurately reset your desired angle repeatedly, an 
important convenience with frequent resharpening? My 
recommendation is for the Veritas Mk II jig. It has a 
range of 30 easily repeated different angles from 10 to 
48 degrees.

There are three height settings for the Mk II Guide 
labeled Red, Yellow and Green, and there are 12 length 
settings, but only 12 of the 36 possible angles are 
labeled. The table below is my calculation of all the 
angles available with the 12 index holes labeled from 
the left end, rounded to the nearest degree. There are 25 
different angles available, handy for adding a microbevel. 
Some of the calculated larger Red angles in the table are 
smaller by a couple of degrees from the Mk II labels. 

Ask the Old Saw
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DiFFErEncEs BEtwEEn gluEs—Please explain the chemical 
differences and best uses for Gorilla glue, epoxy, white glue, 
yellow glue and other “wood” glues.—Lou Yelgin

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 and 
Gorilla Wood Glue 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 hours.

Polyurethane glues like Original Gorilla Glue and 
Titebond Polyurethane Liquid Glue are moisture activated 
and foam into uneven surfaces as they cure. They bond 
virtually anything. They are 100% waterproof, remain 
permanently flexible and require a damp surface to 
bond. 

For the toughest glue applications, two-part epoxies 
work best. They glue most materials, have strong gap-
filling properties and are waterproof. 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 hours. For quick work there are 
5 minute varieties. Epoxy is expensive but System Three 
T-88 is available in economical half pints.

For veneering and gluing curved laminates, a hard glue 
line is required. Unibond One and Titebond Cold Press 
have hard glue lines and block bleeding through 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 at 140°F, 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 are more convenient if 
you need hide glue, but it does not tack as quickly as 
hot hide glue. Open time is about 30 minutes and it 
cures in 24 hours.

Cyanoacrylate glue (CA) is the industrial name for 
what is commonly known as Crazy Glue or Super Glue. 
CA 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. CAs 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.

gluE choicE—Which glue should I use for which project 
or wood?— Bob Fuller

Al Breed replies: I am an animal glue user for the most 
part, so here is what I find best. Veneering—I use hot 
hide glue because it is reversible, fills the grain and 
can be hammered onto curved surfaces with no cauls. 
Joinery—Aside from big, long edge gluing like making a 
bench top, I use it for furniture construction because it 
is easy to clean up, is reversible and sets up fast in a dry 
environment making it good for rubbing in glue blocks. 
It’s as strong as any glue and will last for hundreds of 
years. 

A word on “gap filling” glues—spend more time on 
your joinery.

Garrett Hack replies: Titebond #1 works for just about 
all woodworking applications. It’s similar to common 
white glue. Both bond in minutes, so if you need more 
working time to get things together, Titebond #3 is the 
glue to use. It’s also waterproof and has a brown glue line, 

Feature—All About Glue
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better for darker woods. I’ve been using Gorilla Clear 
glue for challenging assemblies where I need a much 
longer working time (20 minutes) and lubrication to 
get tight joints together with no foam-out. Occasionally 
you might use epoxy for very oily woods (rosewood) or 
joints that need a bit of gap filling. And if you veneer or 
laminate, you’ll use a glue such as Unibond 800 with a 
long open time and rigid waterproof bond.

Elliot Savitzky replies: If you have a conversation with 
anyone that swears by hide glue, you will never want 
to use any other glue. It’s relatively cheap, easy to mix 
from powder and has a fairly long shelf life, but needs 
to be heated to around 140 degrees to work. The real 
advantage of hide glue is that it is totally reversible. Just 
apply heat and moisture and you can back out a tenon 
that has been glued into a mortise. Try doing that with 
a piece that has been glued with PVA. And there is no 
danger of leaving glue spots that the finish will not cover 
after glue-ups as it does not leave a stain. In fact, there is 
a great demonstration of the benefits of hide glue now 
available on our Guild YouTube channel by Jim Russell 
from a recent Period Furniture meeting. He shows how 
to mix it, what to use, how to glue-up veneer with a 
veneer hammer and how to trim the pieces—Hide Glue 
and Hammer Veneering with Jim Russell.

PVA glues, on the other hand, are really convenient 
in that all you have to do is open the cap and apply. You 
have to be careful to wipe up any squeeze-out during 
glue-ups. The major brand of PVA glues is Titebond 
(Original, II and III). The key differences between them 
are that Original is cheapest and has the shortest open 
time and is not particularly water-resistant. Titebond 
II has a slightly longer open time and is water-resistant. 
Titebond III has the longest open time and is waterproof. 
So, if you have a particularly complicated glue-up, use 
Titebond III to extend your open time to make sure all 
the parts fit well and the case is square. If water is an 
issue, then Titebond III is your option.

Another class of glue is polyurethane. I despise it 
mostly because any squeeze out is almost impossible to 
get rid of. 

CA glue (cyanoacrylate) creates an almost instant 
bond, especially if you spray it with an activator to 
hasten the process. Use this when you need to bond 
something really fast before it falls off and when you are 
bonding things other than wood.

Urea Formaldehyde glue, also known as Plastic Resin 
glue is used for face and edge gluing and especially with 
wood veneers in a vacuum press. The resin needs to be 
mixed with water and a lot of care needs to be exercised 
as you don’t want to inhale any of the resin dust so 
a filtered mask is mandatory. This glue is sold under 
the name Unibond 800 among others. Unibond One 
is a one-part PVA pre-mixed version that is excellent 
for veneering and vacuum bags and has a longer open 
time. However, I have been very successful in using 
Titebond III for veneering using a vacuum bag. But of 
course, going back to hide glue, you really don’t need 
any vacuum bags. Titebond has also gotten into the 
veneering market by introducing a Cold Press glue, 
which has a fast (15 sec) set time and 24 hours to fully 
cure and has no harmful vapors.

The last and very common glue is Epoxy. Mixed in 
two parts (resin and hardener) this is what you want to 
use if you never want anything to come apart. It is used 
for different types of materials (plastic, wood, metal) 
and dries clear for finishing. 

Ted Blachly replies: In my work I use Titebond Original, 
Titebond III, Epotek 730, Unibond 800, West System-G 
Flex 655, Cyanoacrylate, 5 minute epoxy, Gorilla glue, 
hot hide glue and Elmers white glue. It depends on 
what you need to do.

There can be four or five different glues or epoxies 
used in one piece. An example might be—Unibond 
800 for bent lamination assemblies. Epotek 730 for 
a case where 60 or 70 joints have to be coated and 
assembled in one session. It gives about forty minutes 
for a careful assembly of all the parts at once. Titebond 
would be out of the question here but I’ll use it for edge 
to edge joints and putting together the dovetail drawers. 
Cyanoacrylate might be mixed with sawdust to patch 
minor tear outs or wood defects, Elmers white glue 
would be used for leather to wood joints. 

Ask the Old Saw
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by Jim Bradley

Inspired by the works of furniture master George 
Nakashima and a beautiful slab of butternut with live 

edges, I set out to build my first Nakashima style coffee 
table. The table is modeled after the Minguren II design, 
from a furniture gallery of his lifetime work. 

George Nakashima is recognized as the leading 
innovator of 20th century furniture design and a 
founder of the American craft movement. Trained as 
an architect at MIT, he started woodworking while 
interned in a detainment camp for Japanese-American 
citizens during World War II. 

Nakashima’s signature woodworking designs were 
large-scale tables made of wood slabs with smooth 
tops and unfinished natural edges, often consisting of 
multiple slabs connected with butterfly joints. 

In his autobiography Soul of a Tree George said, ...you 
can tell when there’s a great happiness in a tree, that there’s 

joy and it expresses itself in its grain and its bark. That’s 
what I felt when I saw this beautiful butternut slab.

Designing the Table
The Minguren II table design highlights the unique 

grain character of the Butternut top with a simple and 
functional modern looking base. The sweeping curve on 
the top retains all of the grain patterns while removing 
the rough ends. The base frame is of walnut which 
harmonizes with its sister butternut wood on the top.

Making the Nakashima Style Table
The butternut top was left with all live edge bark as 

well as the bark inclusion. I stabilized the loose bark 
edges with several coats of clear shellac to minimize 
the risk of losing any bark. The larger end of the top 
was shaped to retain the interesting figured grain. The 
narrower end was softened with a slight curve.

Nakashima 
Style Coffee Table

In Butternut & Walnut
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Using my Lie-Nielsen No. 62 low angle jack plane, 
the rough sawn slab was flattened and then finish- 
planed. Butternut is a fairly soft wood and in some 
of the plain sawn areas, I had to use a card scraper to 
obtain a smooth finish. 

T-bridle joints were used throughout the table frame 
including the three cleats for attaching the top. The 
bridle joints are strong and very resistant to racking 
forces. The joints were cut using both a tablesaw and 
a Japanese backsaw. I fitted each joint using a chisel or 
block plane to pare the thickness of the mating piece 
for a tight fit.

For the main support leg I chose a coopered design. 
This contrasts with the free form curve on the top. The 
walnut staves were glued and clamped using two curved 
forms and lots of clamps. The outside convex surface of 
the coopered leg was planed round using a block plane 
and card scraper. The post leg is rectangular with bridle 
joints at each end.

After dry fitting the five bridle joints and marking 
the top for position on the frame, it was ready to glue. 
The glue-up was easy without any clamps, but I used 
a rubber hammer to ensure each bridle joint was fully 
seated.

Both the walnut frame and the butternut top were 
finished with several coats of clear shellac and then two 
coats of water based varnish. After drying for several 
days, the finish was rubbed with steel wool to smooth 
the varnish and provide a consistent flat sheen.

Researching and building the Nakashima style table 
was a true learning experience. This project opened 
my eyes to the world of the “Soul of a Tree” and the 
philosophy of letting the tree talk to me. I expect that I 
will be building many more Nakashima inspired pieces 
of furniture over the coming years.

The Nakashima website (nakashimawoodworkers.com) 

and the Fine Woodworking digital archives are great 
resources to learn more about his work and philosophy. 

As Nakashima taught: Woodworking requires many 
skills for the thousand judgments one must make to shape 
a good wood object. Our trade calls on one’s dedication, 
concentration and love to build as perfect an object 
as possible. 
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Well, the old Delta bandsaw wasn’t—er—cutting 
it. That is, I needed to re-saw some nominal 

12˝ wide pine to make drawer bottoms for a chest of 
drawers I was building for my eldest grandson. And 
the Delta had only a 6˝ re-saw capacity and a less than 
adequate ½ hp motor. So, time for some bandsaw 
research. Searching and reaching out online, I got every 
kind of advice, everything from adding riser blocks 
and a more powerful motor to the Delta to buying an 
SCM machine more suitable for a large production 
shop than my cramped half a garage upstairs area. I’d 
been introduced to the Harvey brand while researching 
an earlier tablesaw purchase and the idea of 15˝ re-saw 

capacity with a 3 hp motor along with a 20x20 cast iron 
table was appealing. Then they discounted it by $200. So 
I ordered the Harvey Alpha HW 615P model. 

The wait was about a month as promised. Delivery 
was by common carrier and this trucker was less 
accommodating than the one who delivered my 
SawStop. Putting the saw on a wheeled pallet jack at the 
top of a sloping driveway with no wheel blocks resulted 
in a runaway, stopped only by my dim memory of how 
to get a shoulder into a tackling sled from high school. 
That tragedy averted, the saw sat until I could get its 
400 pounds up the stairs with the two husky friends 
method.

Harvey 
Bandsaw

Alpha HW 615P

by Philip J Kinsler
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Assembly
The cast iron table comes separately packaged 

and must be installed on the trunnions. This was 
a frustrating procedure. It involved removing 
two spring-loaded handles, mounting the table 
to bolts on either side of the trunnions, bolting 
the table down and then reinstalling the spring 
loaded handles, eventually used to control 
table tilt from below. This required holding 
the handle, compressing the spring, keeping 
pressure on the spring which lived underneath 
a button, while tightening the mounting bolt 
and not allowing the button to pop loose as you 
were doing so. Extra hands would have been 
nice. Instructions in the manual would have 
been even nicer. Colorful language ensued. 

Once the handles were in place, a shock 
absorber needed to be added between the frame 
and the table to allow for smooth tilt. This 
involved a bit of stretching and pulling to get 
that shock at the very end of its travel. Then 
one adjusts leveling screws to establish the 
accuracy of the 90° and 45° stops. The process 
of mounting the table and assorted bits took 
about an hour. After that, all that was required 
was installing a blade and connecting at least 
one of the two dust collection ports to a vacuum 
source.

Fit and Finish
OK, maybe I’m fussy, but I like equipment 

to come without obvious flaws in machining, 
paint, etc. Even if these flaws do not effect 
function they are displeasing to the eye and raise 
quality concerns in my mind. So, the miter slot 
had some obvious flaws in finish at the bottom 
of the slot.

Similarly, the rail that the rip fence rides on 
was left with a part of the rail that the fence 
does not ride on with a crinkly/eggshell finish 
rather than bothering to smooth it out? Did 
this really result in a significant saving of labor 
to the manufacturer? There are other parts 
where the same decision was made and each of 

Difficult type handle Blade slot

Rail assembly

Blade tensioning Cast iron wheel

Blade guides
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them are displeasing to my eye and bring up a 
vague feeling of dissatisfaction with the quality 
of the product. 

When I pick up one of my Lie-Nielsen planes, 
for example, there’s no oh, shortcuts were taken 
here spots drawing away my eye and leaving me 
dissatisfied.

Features and Function
One of the reasons I chose this saw was the 

carefully and cleverly designed blade guide 
system. Rather than depend on ceramic blocks, 
all blade guides feature ball bearing rollers. 
The guides that clamp the sides of the blade 
are mounted on cam-shaped shafts that turns 
eccentrically with the knurled knobs. It’s a very 
precise and elegant system which allows one to 
get the guides very close to and supporting the 
blade without them touching except when the 
saw is running. This system is used for both top 
and bottom assemblies and works very well.

Blades are mounted on massive cast iron 
wheels which are very smooth running. The 
blade tensioning system uses a crank that is 
mounted to the top of the bandsaw, and a 
tensioning lever on the back side.

There seem to be two theories on how to 
avoid blade drift and uneven cuts when re-
sawing. The first involves angling the rip fence 
to account for blade drift. Highland Hardware 
has a good description of this system on their 
website (highlandwoodworking.com/wood-slicer-re-

saw-bandsaw-blades.aspx). Scroll down towards 
the bottom of the page for a link to their pdf 
file.

The Harvey does not use that method. 
Rather, to get even re-sawing, they depend 
on very high tension on the blade and careful 
centering on the wheels along with a very high 
and supportive fence. To monitor the careful 
centering required, there is a window on the side 
of the top blade housing that allows monitoring 
of blade tracking while the track control knob 
on the back of the unit is adjusted.

Blade tracking window Aluminum cast fence

Blade guard Accumulated dust in cabinet

Table and Fence
The fence is an aluminum casting that can be mounted in 

two positions, high for re-sawing and general work, and a low 
position for fine work. This piece was accurate and carefully 
machined. There are leveling feet in two places on the fence 
carrier and one on the back of the fence making it relatively easy 
to adjust the fence square to the table with even clearance at the 
front and back of the fence. It is not possible to angle the back 
of the fence. It locks at 90° to the table.

The plate that the blade fits through on the table is both odd 
and frustratingly designed. There is a spring loaded clamp on 
the back side of this plate presumably to hold it down safely 
and keep it from rising. I found it nigh to impossible to get 
this clamp to seat properly underneath the table. Hold from 
the top of the table, pull the spring down from underneath the 
table, twist the clamp with the third hand till it catches the sides 
of the opening… but it doesn’t catch the heck with it. I leave it 
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at an angle, not engaged. Again, nothing in the 
manual about how you are actually supposed to 
use this “safety device.”

Blades and Sawing Performance
I had heard good things about Timber Wolf 

blades, so I ordered a three-pack from their site 
with a ¼˝ fine blade, a ½˝ general purpose blade 
and a ¾˝ re-sawing blade. The ¾˝ width is the 
widest the Harvey will take.

Needing to get those drawer bottoms made, 
I loaded my Magswitch Re-saw Guide onto the 
table, set some nominal ¾˝x12˝ pine on its edge, 
and sawed it in half. And was quite disappointed. 

Despite the alleged 3 hp, the saw burned and 
the wood smoked and the result showed lots of 
saw marks and needed multiple passes through 
the planer to be useful. Very upset, I checked 
everything. It was the correctly specified blade, 
centered, at the proper tension. It was not 
installed backwards. The Magswitch was not 
compressing the wood so tightly against the 
fence that it would account for a closed kerf and 
burning. I grumbled and put the task on hold 
for a bit. 

Though I probably should have called 
Harvey and/or Timber Wolf, I was impatient 
and remembered excellent experience with 
Highland Woodworking’s Wood Slicer blade. I 
ordered one. With that installed, the saw cut like 
butter and the pine needed one pass through the 
planer to be turned into a useful drawer bottom.

I have not yet had the occasion to use the 
saw with the ½˝ or ¼˝ blade but believe it 
would perform well assuming the blade was 
appropriate for the task.

Dust Collection
The Harvey comes with two dust collection 

ports, one just underneath the table and a 
second at the bottom of the saw. I connected a 4˝ 
hose to the bottom port. This hose ran about 16´ 
to a 2 hp dust collector. There was no apparent 
take up to either the intermediate cyclone or 

final bag of the dust collection system. Everything seemed to 
pool at the bottom of the saw. A jointer perhaps four feet up 
the chain collects chips fine. It seems the Harvey needs a lot of 
suction for the dust collection system to work. I finally hooked 
a 4 hp shop vac through a 4˝ to 2½˝ reducer to the bottom port. 
This system, while less than ideal, does at least collect some of the 
sawdust. However, there is still a lot left within the cabinet. This 
saw would like its own 2 or 3 hp dust collector dedicated to it. I 
had neither the space nor the spare cash for this. I find it a real 
deficiency of the Harvey.

Final Analysis
I do not find the Harvey one of those products you feel 

happy to approach using like you would a good chisel or 
hand plane. There are too many compromises. It seems to 
work “well enough.” I’d sort of give it a B– or 3 stars out of 5.  

But, finally, the chest of drawers did get built in time for the 
grandson’s birthday! 

Chest of drawers built for my eldest grandson
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The last article I wrote for the Journal (Issue 32) was 
all about cutting dovetails, but also embraced the 

techniques that allow you to speed up the process and 
in many cases, improve accuracy with machines.

I first learned to cut dovetails at one of the many 
Continuing Education classes offered by North Bennet 
Street School (nbss.edu). It is a wonderful place to learn 
skills that date back to the Egyptians and were perfected 
in the 17th and 18th centuries. Today, many of those 
skills are still practiced today save for the assistance of 
machines that make life a lot easier in the shop. 

At North Bennet, I learned to cut dovetails by hand 
and to cut them “pins-first.” There is much debate 
about pins vs. tails first and I don’t think that debate 
will ever end. After North Bennet, the classes I took 
from other crafts people taught tails-first. I resisted at 
first, never really wanting to get away from my roots. 
However, tails-first seemed to work better for me and 
since I didn’t really understand the advantages of either 

approach, I just went with the flow. What I learned 
later is that many of the North Bennet Street School 
graduates wound up migrating to tails-first as well, so 
why should I be any different.

I spent three months earlier this year taking a course 
at North Bennet that was offered twice a week at 
nights for ten weeks. The course was Fundamentals of 
Fine Woodworking and focused on the basics of hand 
tools and joinery. It emulated what students in the 
two year cabinet program learn early in the curriculum. 
Essentially, first learn how to sharpen your tools and 
then how to use them properly. 

After starting with oil stones and working my way 
through the progression of water and then diamond 
stones with the aid of honing jigs, I can comfortably 
say that I am now all the way back to using oil stones 
and sharpening and honing by hand. I just find it easier 
and faster at this point. Of course, a lot of my journey 
had to do with not having the skill to sharpen my 

Pins FirstPins First
“A Hill I am Willing to Die On”

by Elliot Savitzky
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tools properly which is why I systematically upgraded 
not only my stones, but my chisels as well. It couldn’t 
possibly be my fault, right? It had to be the chisels and 
stones.

There’s nothing like spending twelve hours over two 
weeks learning sharpening techniques all over again to 
develop good habits. Learning how to properly flatten 
the back, joint the edge, grind the bevel to 28.5°, 
sharpen and then hone on three successive grits of oil 
stones. And this was for both chisels and plane irons. 

 It also helps to have a great instructor like Bob 
Miller who encourages you to do your best with 
a stable of sayings that he repeats constantly…
Slow is sharp, sharp is slow. It’s never too sharp and it’s 
never sharp enough.

One of his sayings is what intrigued me about 
why anyone, especially at North Bennet, would be so 
adamant about teaching pins-first, because I never truly 
understood why. This is a hill I am willing to die on! If 
dovetails were so hard to cut, then why are there so many of 
them? Really? Why so insistent? Now I’m intrigued. So, 
let’s go through the process and hopefully I can explain 
why. It’s not that difficult to understand once you break 
the system down.

Mark the Boards & Reference Edges
If you are making a drawer, box or even a case, it’s 

important to understand wood movement and how 
you are going to determine the inside and outside of 
your pieces. Traditionally, drawer fronts were placed 

“heart side outside” to take advantage of potential wood 
movement and tendency for the ends of the heart side 
to curl out flat—Photo 1. Realistically, once you get 
the drawer front fitted with the dovetail joints, it’s not 
going to move that much so most of the time you are 
selecting the show face that looks best.

Regardless, the key is to figure out how your 
components are going to fit together and once you do, 
make sure the inside faces are planed and scraped. Then 
place a reference mark on the bottom edge and extend 
it to the inside of the component so you always know 
where to take your reference measurements Photo 2.

Once you figure out how your components are 
going to fit together, mark the matching corners using 

any kind of marks that make sense to you. I usually 
use letters such that corner “A” matches up with the 
other corner “A”, etc. I can’t tell you how many times 
I neglected to do that and forgot which pieces matches 
up with another piece as I cut the dovetails—not a 
position you want to be in if you have many joints to 
cut—Photo 3.

Mark the Pins
The size of the pins, the angle of the pins, the 

distance between pins and the number of pins is mostly 
arbitrary. We typically lay them out so that they appear 
symmetrical, but there is no rule that says you must. 
I’ve seen examples where pins are of very different sizes 
and not even in line with each other on the same corner 
of a drawer. It all depends on your preference, but for 
the sake of this article we are going to assume the pins 
are somewhat symmetrical.

3

2

1
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The first thing to do is to mark the scribe line with 
your marking gauge. We are only going to discuss 
through dovetails here. The process is the same for half 
blind dovetails up to the point where you must account 
for the lap line on the pin board drawer front and 
avoiding cutting through the face of the drawer front.

Set your marking gauge to the thickness of the tail 
board. You want to set the gauge just proud of that 
thickness as you would rather have the pins and tails 
sticking proud of the joint so you can plane them down 
to flush with the adjoining side. This is much easier than 
planing down the entire side to match the pins of tails 
that don’t quite push all the way through—Photo 4.

Taking the thickness from the tail board, run the 
scribe line along the inside of the pin board and then 
the outside of the pin board. You wouldn’t do this with 
half-blind dovetails. You don’t need to scribe the edges 
of the pin board as you are not going to cut there. The 
half pins will be on ends of the board.

Now set up your bevel gauge to mark the angle of the 
pins. There is much debate here as many believe a 1:5 
angle should be reserved for soft woods and a 1:8 angle 
for hardwoods. I don’t care. I just like 1:8 angle better. 
You can set the angle by hand by running a line from the 
8 unit mark on the vertical dimension to the line that 
juts our perpendicular by one inch from the foot of the 
line. This will give you your 1:8 angle—Photos 5 & 6.

Or you can use a pre-made jig that is already shaped 
to the correct angle. Again, it doesn’t matter—Photo 9.

It is important to remember that the angles are 
drawn only on the end grain and as they say at North 
Bennet…wide side, inside. Mark the half pins on the 
ends. It doesn’t really matter how wide they are. A good 
size to mark is 3/8˝ and then there are several ways to 
mark the pins between them including using dividers 
to walk off the distance so they are even. Use a ruler 
to find the spacing—Photos 7 & 8. Or just use your 
eyes to position them so they look even—the easiest. If 
you only have one full pin, it’s not that big of a deal as 
shown in Photo 17.

The next step is to use your square to draw the line 
down from the edge to the scribe line on the inside of 
the pin board so you can follow it as you saw down 
the board.

7

6

5

4
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Cut the Pins
You need to have a good dovetail saw. There are 

Western and Japanese saws that both work, but if you 
want to reduce the stress level, get as good a saw as you 
can afford. Lie-Nielsen is the best and Veritas is very 
good and cheaper. 

Everyone says it makes sense to practice cutting before 
you commit and they are probably right. Something 
about muscle memory, but I just want to get to cutting 
so I usually just start. It is a good idea to make all your 
cuts in one direction first and then go back and make 
the remaining cuts in the other direction. 

You definitely need to emphasize muscle memory! 
But the most important point to remember is that you 
want to cut as close to the line as you dare and only 
on the waste side of the cut. It is not as critical when 
cutting the pins as it is with the tails because you mark 
the tails from the pins, but it’s a good practice to get in 
the habit of following. 

Western saws cut on the push stroke which is the 
opposite of the Japanese saws. Japanese blades are much 
thinner and pushing them is likely to break them.

Start by placing your thumb next to the cut and use 
it as a guide to make an initial cut in the pin line. I find 
it best to angle the handle down and start the cut that 
way. As I progress down the cut, I level out the saw and 
then cut to the scribe line, not past it—Photo 18.

Once cut, the tail sockets need to be cleared using 
any number of techniques including a chisel, fret 
saw, bandsaw or forstner bit. If we are sticking to the 
traditional method, then we will use a chisel taking 
care to cut our small wedges before committing to full 
chopping at the scribe lines. Once you clear most all 
the waste, then chisel to the scribe line and clean up the 
cut—Photos 19, 20, 21.

Now comes one of the two reasons that pins-first 
makes sense. The pins must be squared to the board. 
Using a combination square, you place the rule against 
each pin and measure whether they are square—
Photo 22. Sometimes you get lucky, but most of the 
time you need to pare the pins to make them square. If 
you cut the tails first, there is no way to do this, unless 
you use a machine assist to cut the tails square in the 
first place.

10
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Mark the Tails
Once the pins are square, it’s time to mark the tails 

using a clamp and a combination square. Line up the 
pin board to the scribe line on the tail board and adjust 
it until it’s perpendicular to the tail board using the 
combination square for reference—Photo 10, 11, 12.

Now comes the second reason that pins-first makes 
sense. Using a pencil (not a knife) sand one edge of the 
pencil so that you have a section of the graphite exposed. 
Use this edge, place it inside the tail socket and trace the 
edge of the pin on each side of the pins. The advantage 
of this techniques is that after you cut the tails and start 
to fit them, the graphite as applied here leaves a tell-tale 
sign of where you need to pare your tails in order to fit 
the joint—Photo 13.

Cutting the Tails
Once the tails are marked, position the tail board in 

the vice at an angle such that it presents the line to be 
cut vertically thus making it an easier cut—Photo 14.

Using your dovetail saw, saw as close to the line as 
you dare without cutting into the tails. The closer you 
cut to the line, the less paring you must do. The closer 
you cut to the line, the more likely you are going to cut 
into the tail and your joint will be loose. 

Practice never makes perfect, it just gets you closer. 
Bob says that it’s kind of like playing golf. That great 
shot off the first tee keeps you going for another four 
hours chasing balls in the woods and dredging for them 
in the water.

Clear the waste in the pin sockets. It’s easiest if you 
just “Swiss cheese” them, a technique that is just what 
it sounds like. Take your saw and make multiple cuts 
in the pin sockets until they are easily removed with a 
couple of chops of the chisel. Chisel to the scribe line 
and clean them up—Photo 15.

Fit the joints
Try test fitting the joints. Chances are they won’t fit 

easily if at all, or they will fit in too easily indicating 
you were a bit too aggressive on how close to the line 
you cut. Assuming the former, when you fit the joint 
together and it is too tight, all the graphite you placed 
on the tail board when you marked the tails will provide 

12
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you with a guide to where you need to pare. This part 
just takes some patience as you pare away traces of the 
graphite and try refitting the joint. It’s best to take your 
time here as you don’t want to take it too far and create 
gaps—Photo 16.

Once they fit reasonably well, you can start screaming 
(inside voice if you are with people) on what a great job 
you did, or just chop saw the ends off and start all over.

In Conclusion
I must say that I am somewhat committed to the 

machine assist method of tails-first. I recently purchased 
a flat top saw blade ground to an 8-degree angle which 
I used to cut way too many dovetails on my blanket 
chest and I’m glad I did. They all fit without any 
modifications. 

I will continue to practice my pins-first technique 
lest I forget how. Good luck either way you go. In the 
end, it’s the finished product that counts! 
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For many aspiring woodworkers, the thought of 
adding ornamentation to their work is somewhat 

daunting. I wanted to share a few simple decorative 
examples to hopefully inspire others to try and 
incorporate these ideas in their own work. Simple 
doesn’t in any way imply that this is easy. As with all 
woodworking it will take patience, time and practice 
to become proficient. Simple in this case, does mean 
low tech and inexpensive tools (some homemade), 
especially common tools that most woodworkers may 
already own. This article will share some options and 
approaches for carving and inlay to add visual interest 
and texture to woodworking projects.

The scratch stock is an incredibly useful and versatile 
tool that is easily shop made with materials at hand. 

Surface Surface 
Decoration TechniquesDecoration Techniques

Using an old bandsaw blade as the cutter, any profile can 
be added with just some filing. Here is a ¼˝ bead profile 
produced by using a chainsaw file. The bead itself is an 
easily added decoration or it also can be taken further 
with a bit of carving.
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by Dan Faia
danielfaia.com



Rope molding is a combination of stop cuts and relief 
cuts using only one tool (#5/8mm gouge is used here). 
Two vertical stop cuts in opposite directions create the 

ogee layout for the rope. The relief cuts on both sides 
of the stop cuts form a v-shaped profile that defines the 
binds of the rope.

The thumbnail detail is added to the bead with a 
half circle gouge that matches the size of the bead 
(#9/5mm gouge is used here). Opposing vertical stop 
cuts create the circular shape and scooping side relief 
cuts complete the design. I particularly like this pattern 
for its strong visual impact—a quick and easy process.

The sunken bead is another one of my favorites. This 
design takes a little more practice, but is worth the time 
invested. Similar to the thumbnail detail, the sunken 
bead starts with the same vertical opposing stop cuts 

(same gouge). The side relief scoops are slightly longer 
to expose the set-ins a little more. Then the gouge is 
inverted to roll the bead from both directions.

An arched border is an easy way to add curved shapes to 
a flat surface. The layout is based on the size of the gouge 
being used (#7/14mm gouge is pictured here). A series 
of vertical stop cuts imprint the bordered design and 

the background relief cuts are made with a flat chisel 
or skew. Using a nailset as a punch between the arches 
adds another detail and more depth to the pattern.
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Patterns & Punches—A crosshatched pattern can be 
adjusted to most any scale. Many elaborate woodcarvings 
use this technique for defining particular elements. 
Here it is used as a common border created with just a 
few tools. The mortise gauge makes it simple to lay out 
the width using one setting. The combination square 
positions the 45° layout pattern and a small veiner re-
traces the layout to create the pattern (#11/1mm used 
here). A punch can be used to further add visual interest.

Punches are incredibly versatile tools that are readily 
available to purchase or make in the shop. Pictured 
here are a few examples of punches from my collection. 
From left to right—round grid punch (shop made), 
square/cross punch (shop made), round star punch 
(shop made), teardrop grid punch (leather punch), 
maple leaf punch (metal punch) and the American flag 
(jewelry punch).

Rabbet—Extremely basic everyday cuts 
can be used for decoration. A simple 
rabbet on the edge or a combination of 
multiple rabbets creating steps could be 
used. The following examples are carved 
into the single rabbeted step.

The rabbet creates the overall width 
of the pattern and a marking gauge is 
used to determine carving size. The 
combination square produces the 45° 
angles for the pattern. 
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In the first pattern series, the goal is to create simple 
triangular cuts. Two vertical stop cuts with a flat chisel 
form the outlines of the pattern. A relief cut with the 
same chisel removes the material between the stop cuts 
forming the completed border. The second series takes 
the first pattern to another level. 

Laying out a second layer of triangles in between 
the first coarse produces a new background pattern. It 
is carved in the same manner as the first, but using a 
smaller flat chisel to fit the space. Other options could 
include a punched background or detail lines.

Inlay—Common inlay forms can be transformed into 
a multitude of patterns and designs. Again, with a 
combination of shop made and inexpensive common 
tools, we are able to add even more decoration to 
our woodwork. A scratch stock that uses a custom 
filed cutter matching the thickness of the veneer will 
produce the straight inlay lines. A set of trammel points 
that use a 4d finish nail filed to match the thickness of 
the veneer will produce the curved inlay lines. 

Both of these tools in concert with each other can 
create endless combinations of designs. The examples 
shown here are free form designs using a variety of 
colored veneer and species of wood for additional visual 
interest.
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Historic examples of these styles of inlay are full of 
petals, leaves, berries and more. The only limit is the 
maker’s imagination. Using a few different sizes of 
gouges in a variety of veneers can customize the theme 
of a design. To create some different types of berries or 
dots, a variety of leather punches and/or a combination 
of drill bits and plug cutters could be used.

The main trick in the example inlays is to allow 
the tools to determine the sizes of the elements. For 
example, using the complete width of the carving gouge 
(no bigger) creates an easy to repeat process for both the 
piece to be inlayed as well as the housing to receive it.

Hopefully, the examples shared here can be 
incorporated into a future project. I recommend 
researching and viewing historical furniture examples 
for further creative inspiration! 

Dan Faia is a professional woodcarver, furnituremaker, 
chairmaker and instructor. Dan is the winner of the 
2023 Cartouche Award given by The Society of American 
Period Furniture Makers (SAPFM). 

To learn more, please visit danielfaia.com or 
sapfm.org/announcements.
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Every woodworking expert was once a beginner and 
had to progress along the journey. I’m on the early 

side of that journey and claim no mastery or expertise, 
but I’ve found that with a reasonable approach, a lot 
of patience and a healthy dose of YouTube, I’m able 
to create pieces that are functional and that I can be 
proud of.

My woodworking started when I first retired a few 
years ago. I had the time and the creative drive to try 
something new. With each piece I have done, I chose 
to create something I needed along with a design 
that would expand my skills and prepare me for the 
next project. My first “piece” was a cedar picnic table 
followed by a sturdy, indestructible coffee table. I look 
at them now with a mix of appreciation because they 
fit the need, and contempt because they are so poorly 
constructed. Apparently, I’ve raised my standards over 
the past few years.

My most recent and most challenging piece was a 
7´ x 30˝ dining table that comfortably fits eight people 
along with a single bench for larger seating capacity. 
Given the casual feel and décor of the house, as well as 

my lack of experience with joinery, my wife and I opted 
for a farmhouse style with a trestle base.

For the tabletop, we selected walnut that had a 
rich mix of both heartwood and sapwood. We love 
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the realistic color variation and it helped to blend the 
tabletop with the oak flooring in the room. We choose 
to paint the base. The creamy white color fits the room, 
creates separation between the floor to the tabletop, 
and provided some important allowances for less than 
perfect craftsmanship. The original plan was to build a 
matching bench, but my wife liked the idea of mixing 
the styles, so the bench was built completely with 
walnut and four legs.

I don’t have a proper workshop and my limited 
power tools are contractor grade at best. While not a 
show stopper, it does require additional planning and 
a lot more time. My first requirement was to build a 
sturdy, flat and level workspace for this large piece. I 
started with two adjustable-height sawhorses with eight-
foot 2x4s running between the endpoints on each side. 
I then used four additional 2x4s as cross pieces which 
provided stability and allowed me to insert leveling 
shims underneath the cover sheet of ¾˝ plywood. 

I had to be very selective when I purchased the 
lumber. Certainly, the grain patterns and coloring 
were important, but there was also some warping and 
cupping within the DS4 selection. I had to minimize 
problems at the point of purchase because I wasn’t 
equipped to handle major remediation at home.

To prepare for the glue-up, I used a bench plane 
to square up the edges of the walnut boards as best I 
could and used a jig to center the dowels on both sides 
of the seam. The dowels, plus gluing in stages, (right 
two boards, left two boards, center board with the edge 
components), allowed me more working time with each 
seam to minimize alignment problems.

Flattening the top was time consuming. My hand 
plane was too short and of questionable quality. I had 
tried to use an electric planner in the past and learned 
that it’s relatively short length wouldn’t be much help 
on this large piece, and it carried an increased risk of 
unintended consequences from an inexperienced user. 

Inspired by a You Tube video, I made my own “No. 7” 
plane with plywood and 100 grit sandpaper. I made it 
long enough to do the job but short enough to allow 
me to keep equal pressure on both ends of the “plane” 
as I sanded diagonally across the piece. It worked fairly 
well, toned my arm muscles, but left me with a lot more 
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finish work to remove the cross-grain sanding marks. I 
am willing to accept that “flat” is a relative term, and 
with the farmhouse style it doesn’t need to be perfect.

The trestle table base was made from paint grade 
poplar. Fortunately, it was much cheaper than walnut 
because I made several mistakes as I learned how to cut 
mortise and tenon joints. Even with some practice on 
scrap boards I managed to ruin several pieces. 

Patience isn’t one of my strongest traits and I paid 
for it. I experimented with multiple approaches that 
included use of the tablesaw (not very precise and 
impossible to use on the long stretcher), a hand-held 
router and finally hand tools which turned out to be the 
best way for me to go. 

As I looked at alternatives to tighten the stretcher 
between the legs, I found this simple yet effective way 
of inserting two wedges from opposite directions. It is 
strong, was simple to do and I love the contrast of the 
walnut wedges with the painted base. 

Making the bench seat was straightforward as was 
crafting the tapered legs. However, the mortise and 
tenon joints were once again my biggest challenge. I 
revisited different approaches and tried a few new ones. 
I was able to use a friend’s drill press which made the 
mortise much easier. Hogging out the bulk of the waste 
and using a chisel to clean the sides worked well. A 
combination of the tablesaw to cut a straight line on the 
cheek along with a handsaw to cut the face and edge of 
the tenon worked better for the tenons. A few tips from 
a fellow Guild member were also invaluable.

I selected a less durable but maintainable finish for 
the walnut using Tried and True Original, which is a 
mixture of linseed oil and beeswax. It was very easy to 
work with. We’ve had no problems so far with moisture 
but have learned to be watchful for sharp edged flower 
vases and the like. Most importantly, in our minds, it 
looks great!

I mentioned earlier that patience isn’t one of my 
strongest skills, but I can be tenacious. I probably have 
hundreds of hours invested in the dining table and 
bench project, including the learning, experimenting, 
making mistakes, and then finally getting it right. 

It’s the journey, not the destination, right? 
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Working wood is so pleasurable and satisfying 
it is a rare woodworker who does not dream 

of quitting the day job and hanging a sign in front of 
the shop. We are constantly involved in helping people 
making this dream a reality. About 20% of the people 
who study with us are already deriving at least some 
income from their woodworking. Another 10% are in 
the planning stage. 

We spend a lot of time talking with these people and 
advising them. We are pretty well qualified. Mike has 
been making and selling Windsor chairs 
for 35 years. He has always been able to 
sell everything he makes. Before our son 
was born, I worked in public relations/
marketing and political consulting. I also 
had my own television political talk show. 
I left that work to help in our business 
and to raise our son without resorting to 
day care. Besides making our school grow 
like a mushroom, I still help woodworkers 
who want to take the big step, or who are 
struggling.

Making a living working wood is tough. You have to go pro 
with the right attitude. We recently had a student from 
a rural mid-western state express a desire to go home 
and make chairs for sale. He wondered aloud who 
would buy chairs in the $700 price range in the hard 
scrabble area where he lived. We advised that he find 
a place to sell his chairs in a more wealthy area. “You 
mean, like a gallery?’

“Yes.”
“I don’t want to get wrapped up in all those hassles,” 

he said.
“Then move to a place where the inhabitants have 

more money.”
I don’t want to leave where I am.”

“Then you really don’t want to make and sell chairs,” 
we concluded. 

Go pro with this commitment. “I am going to make 
a living by working wood.” Be prepared to do what is 

necessary to accomplish that goal. If any 
other consideration is more important, 
keep your day job and save yourself a lot 
of grief.

The world is full of good woodworkers 

who cannot sell their products. These 
people, struggling until the inevitable 
end, giving rise to the old joke, “What 
does a woodworker do when he wins 
the Powerball lottery? He keeps working 
wood until the money is all gone.” You 
will not make a living working wood 

until you learn to sell—until people give you checks for 
your work and enough of them to makes ends meet. You 
cannot afford an attitude that considers this distasteful 
unless you are willing to pay some else—such as a gallery 
owner—40-60% to do it for you. You make a lot more 
money if you can do the selling yourself. Remember, 
your commitment in going pro is to make a living, not 
be a starving artist. 

Mike Dunbar freely admits that his wife, Sue, was the driving force behind his 
successful school—The Windsor Institute. Sue has a degree in marketing, has been 
a successful political consultant and has had her own TV show. What follows is her 
sage advice on starting your own woodworking business [ed].

GoinG Pro

September, 2008
Archives
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I advise our students to devote a bare minimum 
of one day a week to marketing. Marketing is a skill 
and you need to develop it the same way you did your 
woodworking skills—through learning and practice. 

There are lots of woodworkers out there who are 
as good as you are. So, your biggest obstacles are to 
inform people you are in business and to convince 
them they want to buy from you. That means you must 
develop an image in the customer’s mind about you 
and your work. You need to sell yourself before you can 
sell your woodwork. For this reason, selling high end 
woodworking is very similar to a political campaign, 
but (happily) without the mud slinging. We know 
these techniques work because we used them to build 
our business. Use the next election cycle as a marketing 
primer. You will get a free education if you watch closely 
and you will observe a lot of the advice in this article 
being used. 

A politician has to know the public. He then seizes 
the initiative by defining both himself and his opponent. 
He begins by knowing what the public wants, frequently 
through polling. Next, he seeks to control his image and 
shape it in the voters’ minds. He then focuses the voters 
on the things that distinguish him from his opponent. 
He wants to emphasize his virtues and his opponent’s 
short comings. 

Be like that politician. Begin by knowing your customer. 
The people who want to buy Windsors break into several 
categories. The first is antique people. Old Windsors 
are so expensive (record price for a single chair is over 
$125,000!) that only the wealthy can now afford them. 
A $600 accurate hand-made copy is a bargain in an 
antique collector’s mind. 

Another group of potential customers is people who 
like quality. They buy paintings, rather than prints—a 
Mercedes rather than a Ford. Based on this knowledge, 
make a list of those things that for these people, set your 
work apart. Here is an example. Stress quality—point 
out joints and engineering that resulted in old Windsors 
staying tight for 200 years while today’s factory chairs 
are usually at the end of the driveway with the rubbish 
after 15 years. 

 In order to complete this list do your homework. 
It is not sufficient to make a good chair. You have to 
tell people why it is good and why it is better than the 
alternatives. We tell students to boast that their chairs 
will be passed on to their customers’ descendants.

Once you have determined what distinguishes you 
and your work, practice your presentation until it is 
flawless. Enlist someone you trust to act as a customer 
and critique you, just as a politician does with trusted 
advisers before a debate or public appearance. 

A politician cannot survive without the media and 
neither can you. While you may still need to advertise, 
this type of exposure is expensive. Since few publications 
directly target your potential customers, advertising is 
frequently inefficient. Furthermore, most people have a 
healthy suspicion of advertising.

Media coverage is free, and in the mind of a potential 
customer a disinterested third party is talking about how 
good your work is. A good politician knows the media. 
He knows who is writing and what they write. He gets 
to know editors and reporters personally. You should 
do the same. Target the outlets that are read, watched, 
or listened to by your potential customers. This often 
means the local newspapers and radio and television 
stations—above all cable. However, for high end work, 
it could be architectural and decorator magazines or 
television programs with a similar focus. Clip or record 
the reports about other craftspeople for future reference. 

The Windsor Institute in Hampton, NH
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“One of his most effective techniques is 
to have a customer take a chair home 
and use it. They always fall in love 

with it and buy.”

Do not be afraid to approach the media. Remember, 
editors and reporters have to turn out a newspaper, 
magazine, or show on a regular basis and are always 
looking for material. It is a lot easier to write about 
someone who comes through the door than go out and 
find these people. Do not be afraid to propose yourself 
as a story or to enlist a friend who knows someone. 
That is how we ended up on the front page of the Wall 
Street Journal, in the New York Times, on New Yankee 
Workshop, Martha Stewart Living, etc. 

The easiest way to attract media attention is use the tricks 
politicians use—the press release and phone calls. If 
you do anything interesting – open your business, 
get a major contract, or are 
recognized in any way – prepare 
a press release and send it off to 
your targeted media. Including 
a photo always helps. If you see 
a story that relates to what you 
do, call and inform an editor or 
a reporter. You may be included in a follow-up story. 
Also, you become a source. The next time the reporter 
is writing about something similar, you may be called 
for a quote or for assistance. Being helpful in these ways 
frequently leads on to articles about you. 

When an article finally appears, clip it and send 
copies to all your other targeted outlets. My good friend 
Garry Knox Bennett once told me , “The more media 
you get, the more media you get.” It sounds like Yogi 
Berra, but he meant this stuff snowballs.

When talking with the media, a politician is prepared. 
He knows that he cannot stammer, or look nervous and 
unsure. On television he knows to look at the camera, 
and that blinking and shifting his eyes looks like he is 
lying. He knows what clothes to wear, etc. If you have 
no experience in this area, a couple of lessons from a 
media consultant would be a good investment. 

A politician always stays on message. He knows what 
people want to hear, he knows what defines him and 
he knows how he wants to define his opponent. No 
matter what is asked, he keeps weaving that message 
into his answers. Do the same. You know who your 
customers are and what they want to buy. You know 

what they need to hear about you and your work to 
become interested. A person selling Windsors and are 
being interviewed by an antique publication, should 
talk about how accurately he or she copies the originals. 
I always claim, that except for the new wood, our chairs 
would fool a curator. When talking to a reporter from a 
high end decorator magazine, focus on quality. 

A good politician gets out and presses the flesh. 
He speaks to groups. Do the same. Join your local 
woodworking club. Do a presentation for them. 
Contact service groups like the Rotary. Mike has 
spoken to countless historical societies. Every time you 
speak you meet potential customers, tap into a network, 
polish your presentation, and of course – create a press 

release.

High end craft shows 

are always trying to sell 

booth space and would 
be happy to take your 
money. However, many 

of them want live presentations and demonstrations, 
and will trade booth space for this service. People are 
drawn to activity. You will get a lot more attention from 
the public if you are making a table than if you are 
standing next to a finished one. A photograph or video 
of someone working is more interesting than someone 
tending a booth. Once again, be sure to inform the 
media with a press release. 

A politician knows he can get more done if he has 
good relations with his colleagues. Do the same. We 
have a network of past students who have gone pro 
and all make chairs to our patterns. We and they, can 
quickly fill a large order with a couple of phone calls. 
Even though we work by hand and have a limited 
production, this puts all of us in a position to go after 
corporate work. Team up formally or informally with 
other woodworkers. Chairs go around tables, so we 
have a network of guys who make tables. We sell a lot 
more of them by being able to steer a customer to a 
suitable table. It also works the other way. Our friends 
sometimes sell a table by sending a customer our way. 
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Once a customer contacts you, provide him or her with 
promotional material. These items are so important we 
strongly advise getting professional help in developing 
them. Poorly done, these reflect badly on you and can 
undo a lot of the image you have tried so carefully to 
develop. Once again, stay on message. Focus on the 
image of you and your work you want to create and the 
customers you wish to attract.

A lot of variation is possible here. Your materials can 
reflect your personality, or be tailored to your line of 
work. If you do interiors or custom work, you will want 
to have photos of a representative sample. Promotional 
materials are costly. If you do very expensive woodwork 
for a few select customers each year, have an expensive 
portfolio produced. If you make a line of products and 
sell lots of the same thing to lots of different people, have 
a three or four fold brochure developed. If your line is 
even more limited and your product less expensive, you 
can have post cards with a photo of your work printed. 
We have a friend who makes adirondack chairs and has 
good luck with just a post card. 

Business cards are essential. Keep some in your wallet 
and never be without them. Pass them out freely. Have 
a stationary and envelope printed. Computers are so 
inexpensive you should have one if for no other purpose 
than answering mail. Do not respond on lined paper 
folded many times to fit into a 6¾˝ envelope (small, 
personal size). 

You will not be taken seriously if you do not have a 
website. If you cannot make your own, hire someone 
to do it for you. Check your email daily and respond 
immediately. 

One of our most effective promotional devices is a 
Windsor chair line of jewelry I developed. I wear a gold 
pendant of our sack back chair and it never fails to elicit 
questions. Women stop me in the super market to ask 
about my chair pendant. It starts a conversation about 
what we do for a living. Everyone who knows about you 
is a potential source. 

Before customers start to call, think about how to sound 
professional and credible. Answer the phone in a 
professional and courteous way. When you return a call 

don’t have kids fighting in the background, the television 
playing, or the dog barking. Have an answering machine. 
You simply are not credible if people cannot reach you. 
Everyone is so busy that a potential customer may never 
get around to calling again. Make sure your message 
is professional. Don’t have one that is funny or quirky. 
Don’t use generic or pre-recorded messages that do not 
identify you. 

After reading about you, hearing your message and 
becoming curious about your work, customers are 
finally at the door with a check book in their pocket. 
Don’t blow it now. Your shop is the final link in the 
chain. Spend some time thinking about the presentation 
your space makes. To get some additional points of view, 
involve friends and family in the discussion. 

Some woodworkers can sell products without ever 
having the customer drop by. However, many people 
want to see where and how their purchase was made. 
Through your marketing you have linked yourself with 
your woodworking and they want to meet you. People 
come to our shop because we make chairs by hand and 
they want to see our tools and processes. These are part 
of our message. Furthermore, we have so closely linked 
Mike with Windsor chairs, they want to meet him. 

Going pro often means working on a shoestring and 
sometimes you cannot afford a dedicated workspace 
when the cellar or garage is available for free. First, 
make sure in advance you are not violating the zoning 
ordinance. The city or town can cause you more grief 
than you can imagine. No matter what you have for 
workspace, have a show area. For years we used the 
kitchen as show room. We had one of each type of chair 
around the table in a restored 18th century house. It 
made a great presentation for the customers we attracted. 

No matter what your work and show space, be sure 
they are neat and tidy. The grounds should be the same. 
When a customer arrives greet them professionally. It 
is usually best to schedule visits when the kids are in 
school. Our son was raised in our shop. We continually 
reinforced why it is important for him to behave well 
when people are around. Confine overly friendly or 
menacing dogs. 

…continued on page 36
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One of my grandchildren lives nearby and he 
often comes and hangs out with me. Since I love 

making stuff, we often end up in my shop creating 
things, useful or just plain fun! Mason has made 
birdhouses, bird feeders, trucks, trailers, cutting boards 
and ornaments. He has also done a little woodturning. 
I think we even made some Ninja throwing stars (sorry 
mom)! 

I received an email from Jamestown Distributors 
(jamestowndistributors.com) about a short video series 
describing the build of a Ramshorn sled that looked 
terrific. Keith Mitchell of Shipwright Skills in Vermont 
was generous enough to give an in-depth description in 
the video on how to build this beautiful and fun looking 
sled! He also is a very talented artist and drew a comic 

book style step-by-step instruction booklet which he 
offers free of charge on his website (shipwrightskills.com). 
Knowing that Mason had a lot of school holidays in 
the fall, I showed him the video of the finished sled and 
asked if he wanted to build one. Yeah! 

He was ten at the time and I felt that he was ready 
to be exposed to several new skills and I could keep him 
busy on some of those extra days of free time. There 
were many skills for him to learn on this project— 
steam-bending and laminating for the skis, a little bit 
of metalworking for the runners and braces, dyeing of 
some of the wooden pieces, lofting, as well as honing of 
his previously learned skills. 

We started by lofting the skis. This is the process 
of establishing specific points on a grid from the table 
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of offsets provided in Keith’s instruction booklet. This information gave us 
the ski’s shape for the patterns needed for the forms to steam-bend, then 
laminate the strips that will form the graceful shape that gives the sled its 
name. We also lofted the shape of the rest of the sled so that our patterns 
would be all drawn out to reference the various components that bring this 
to life. It’s really handy to walk over to the full sized drawing and be able to 
get an accurate length, width, height or angle for the parts.

We built our forms and some purpose-built clamps to bend and laminate 
the skis. The next time Mason came to visit I had the strips milled and the 
steambox set up. After about fifteen minutes in the steambox, the ¼˝x1¼˝ 
strips quite easily wrapped around the two forms that we had built. We let 
them cool and planned our gluing strategy for his next visit. 

With the skis glued up, we started on the legs and thwarts that hold the 
seat up and attach them to the skis. Mason did a great job on his first-ever 
mortise and tenons! He drilled for the mortises first, then finished them with 
a chisel. To give him some more hand tool experience I decided to have him 
cut the tenons by hand. I think it was just as easy as a tablesaw or bandsaw, 
and it was certainly much quieter!

On his next visit, Mason got his skis all cleaned up and cut the mortises 
for the legs. It was definitely exciting to see our sleds taking shape! Did I 
mention that I was building one too? Some kids never grow up. 

Next we built the steel braces that help prevent the legs from spreading 
out. He learned a little bit about bending steel to get a nice sharp angle, as 
well as how to drill steel at lower RPMs with oil to lubricate the bit as you go.

Now it was time to decide what we wanted our seats to look like. Keith 
offers a few ideas, including an upward curve on the aft end, either three or 
four boards, and he encourages you to get as creative as you’d like. We opted 
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for three boards with the center one dyed with a bright 
color to give them a sleek, fun look. 

Mason choose green and I went with blue. We used 
some scrap pieces to adjust the colors to get them to 
where we wanted, then applied two coats to each board. 
While the rest of the sleds were built from white ash, 
we chose some nice pieces of curly maple for the dyed 
center slat so that it would really stand out. After adding 
a couple coats of polyurethane, they really popped! 

Once everything was assembled, glued together and 
sanded, Mason got started on applying the poly before 
adding the steel parts. The sleds also have steel runners 
for durability and they’re nicely waxed to help them fly!

The Guild of New Hampshire Woodworkers is all 
about mentoring, teaching and keeping the craft alive. 
I know that often happens in groups, but if you find 
someone, young, old or in between, who shows a little 
interest in creating something with their hands, seize 
the opportunity and share in the fun! It was a really fun 
project that gave us each a fabulous sled. Mason was 
exposed to a variety of new skills. We had a chance to 
try out the sleds a little and they’re fantastic! I also want 
to thank Keith for the great design and plans. We’re 
planning on giving them a lot more exercise this winter 
and finding all the best hills in the area! 

Practice your presentation. Sound like you know 
what you are talking about. If there is something 
about your work that is unique or interesting, have a 
demonstration prepared. Above all, stay on message. 
Talk about the things that brought these people to you. 
Discuss why your product is best. Mention competitors 
or alternatives, but do so cautiously. When made 
in person, such a comparison can seem more harsh 
than when made in print and can hurt the customer’s 
impression of you. 

Do not step out of character. If you have been given 
media exposure you have been presented as an 
interesting person. If you are laconic or expressionless, 
work on projecting a more bubbly personality. Mike is 
painfully shy and meeting new people is very difficult 

for him. Working together, we have trained him to 
appear friendly and out going even though his guts are 
churning. Have a spouse or other trusted advisor present 
to view your performance and critique it afterwards. If 
you have no one available, try to step outside yourself 
in your mind and think about how your are being 
perceived. Ask whether you would buy from the person 
you are watching. 

If a sale is not quickly forth coming, consider this. 
By far the most successful student we have ever had 
go pro is a master salesman. One of his most effective 
techniques is to have a customer take a chair home and 
use it. They always fall in love with it and buy. Unless 
the customer obviously does not want or like your work, 
follow up about a week later with a letter or a phone call. 
People sometimes just forget.  
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Coffee Table 
for M.C. Escher!
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I had been looking for a coffee table idea for some time. 
While doing research on period furniture I came 

across information about the designs of Charles Renee 
Mackintosh from the Scottish Arts and Crafts period. 
While many of the Arts and Crafts period pieces are 
heavy looking—the style is after all medieval revival—
his Hill House Drawing Room table was appealing. One 
author suggested this design would make a great coffee 
table. Get out the sketch pad and drafting board—how 
do I do this? Let’s start with the finished product and 
I’ll detail from there.

Starting with each square measuring 65/16˝ horizontally 
by 6¾˝ vertically, the five main parts were drawn—legs, 
stiles and three sizes of rails for a total of 78 pieces—
Photo 1 . Next the required machining details were 
added to make all the connections. 

Unfortunately these details got confusing—i.e. 
mortises intersecting half laps, some on only one side 
and on all the interior pieces, and mortises intersecting 
on both sides. To simplify I worked up a process sheet, 

so that the drawings only detailed the tenons and 
half laps. 

The first goal was to make sure each of the stiles 
and rails were the same length. This was done using a 
tablesaw sled with an ‘L’ stop. The same setup was used 
to cut the tenon shoulders—Photo 2. After the ‘L’ stop 
was dialed in to the correct depth, the four shoulders of 
each end could be cut all to the same length. This part 
of the project was very repetitive and I was glad that I 
made a few extra pieces. One misstep or attention lapse 
sent another piece to the scrap bin! I learned to use a 
lot of patience and take breaks to refocus on the job at 
hand. I cannot imagine having to do something like 
this on a daily basis. Piece work production is a quality 
killer!

The last step for the tenons was cutting the cheeks, 
again accuracy and repeatability were important. It was 
time to breakdown and purchase that tenon jig I’ve 
always wanted.

Oak with Glass Top Coffee Table  —23˝ x 37˝ x 16˝

by James Allen
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With the tenons cut the next step was to lay out the 
mortises and half laps—Photos 3 & 4. I did the half 
laps first. With the ¾˝ dado half lap completed at 
each intersection the top and bottom rail mortises 
could be lined up, detailed and cut. This way if there 
was the slightest dimensional error it would be carried 
perpendicularly from top to bottom. 

The two end assemblies were half lapped and 
mortised first. These only required one setup on the 
tablesaw with a dado stack. Using a miter gauge and 
spacer block clamped to the tablesaw fence, the first cut 
was followed by reversing the piece to cut the second 
half lap. The same was true for cutting the mortises. 
Using a stop block on the mortising fence cutting the 
first mortise on the four top and bottom rails, the pieces 
were reversed to mortise the other end. The alignment 
and square of each assembly was checked by dry fitting 
the stiles and rails.

The next part was to setup and cut half laps and 
mortises for the long end rails. With five sections there 
were two setups required—the two ends and the two 
inside. This was done the same as the two end assemblies, 
but now there were four stiles. Like the end assemblies 
it was all layout, check and recheck dimensions and 
patience! 

Now to make this all work, the half lap dados had to 
be cut on all 20 stiles in the exact same place. These cuts 
were key to a good fit, for the top, bottom and middle 
rails needed to fit into mortises cut into the legs at the 
same locations. While I had detailed and milled the leg 
mortises, a double check of the layout was done by dry 
assembly of the legs and rails and the stiles aligned with 
the middle rail—Photo 5.

Once satisfied that the stile dado was dimensioned 
correctly, a sample piece was cut and checked. Remember 
the old woodworkers mantra—Measure Twice, Cut Once! 
With all the work milling, sizing, tenoning and mortising 
of 78 pieces, add a couple more measures and checks. 
Satisfied, I now cut the 20 stile dados.

More mortise fun to do! Remember the 36 connector 
rails, those 3/8˝ x 3/16˝ tenons need a place to go. There’s 
another 72 mortises to cut. The outside rails only 
needed 43/8˝x3/16˝ deep mortises on the inside face. The 
middle two assemblies need the same mortises cut on 

1

2

3

4

5



39Guild of  New Hampshire  Woodworkers

the top and bottom rails on both sides—the middle rail 
has a mortise on one side and in the stiles on the other 
side. I left all my alignment markings in place for this 
step, again using stop blocks on the mortising fence for 
repeatability.

I was now ready to experience the rapture of assembling my 

creation. After several attempts going alone I took a deep 
breath and waited for help. My grandson visiting from 
Houston was very happy to help—Photo 6.

Starting with the two end grids dry assembled we 
then added one outside grid followed by the inside grids, 
working towards us, lightly clamping the end grids to 
the side grids as we proceeded. As each grid assembly 
was placed, the 12 connector rails were added, then on 
to the next long grid assembly. After all the pieces were 
dry assembled, it was time to check for square, spacing, 
level. Everything measured as planned, time for glueup! 
This worked out to be easier than dry assembly.

Each grid pattern, three rails, and two or four stiles 
were glued and clamped using plastic squares on the 
corners. I did these one at a time using liquid hide glue 
and waiting overnight for a good glue set. As with the 
process for the dry assembly the end grids were glued to 
the legs, with the glue set on the ends, the first outside 
grid was glued in place. I found it easier to take this 
slowly, letting each glue to setup before proceeding. The 
assembly had just enough flexibility that the last two 
long grid assemblies could be glued in place at the same 
time—Photo 7.

An important finishing note here. Every piece was hand 
sanded prior to glue up to 320 grit paper with a hand 
held sanding block. Don’t even think about doing it 
after gluing! 

We, as in my wife and myself, determined at this 
point that the only top that would work here was 
tempered glass. I did want to carry over the Mackintosh 
detail of the nine Mother of Pearl inlays at the center of 
the top of the original table. I’m going to give a shout 
out here to the people at Country Glass in Hudson, MA 
for their input. They had nine 1˝ squares etched to the 
underside of the glass. 

With the glass top in hand it was back to the drawing 
board for edging to contain the glass. The weight of 
the glass (more than the wood base) is enough to hold 

6

7

it down. To contain the glass I wanted a thin, simple 
contour mitered frame. With the glass frame glued in 
place it was time to finish.

Don’t even think about sanding, steel wool burnish or 

buff after gluing. While I did sand every piece prior to 
assembly, I didn’t steel wool and buff. Big mistake, I 
didn’t keep track of the hours, could you blame me! But 
it was worth it.

The first coat was wiped on boiled linseed oil 
followed by wiped on water based polyurethane semi-
gloss varnish. To do all surfaces took a little over one 
hour, and why only do a couple, when you can agonize 
over the minutest flaw, buff and do again! After seven 
coats, enough, no one will ever get their eyes within 6 
inches to see that speck in the surface!

At long last we have the coffee table with a lot of 
interest and detail that I always wanted, and my wife 
is looking forward to playing Tic-Tac-Toe with the 
grandchildren! 



My brother-in-law Gene Willett works as a logger 
in Antrim, NH and he often finds me pieces of 

wood or burls that I can use.
In the fall of 2020, Gene called to say he had an 

interesting piece for me to come see. I drove over and he 
showed me a piece he had sliced off with his chainsaw. 
It had a lot of figure in it and when I asked what kind of 
tree it was, he said Ash. This wood didn’t look at all like 
ash. It turns out it was an ash burl stump.

 I took the piece home and cleaned it up, put a coat 
of finish on it and wow it really popped. A week later I 
went up with my truck 
to get a big chunk of it.

A short while later 
I brought it to a local 
bandsaw mill and every 
piece we sliced off had 
incredible figure in it. I 
knew I could never use 
all that wood in my 
lifetime, so I sold most 
of it for $10/bd ft as 
a fundraiser for the 

Ash Burl Stump
Journey of anJourney of an

Guild and raised $1000. This stunning piece of a tree 
will continue to be a feature in my work until it’s all 
gone. 
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I kept a fair amount of it and sliced some into veneer 
about 1/8˝ thick. I used that to make four jewelry/ tea 
boxes. 

The next project was a bowl as a fundraiser for a local 
charity. The base of the bowl started out as a soapstone 
bowl, but I didn’t like the shape of it and set it aside. 

As I started turning a 3˝ thick chunk of the ash burl 
I realized that the soapstone piece would make a nice 
base for the bowl.

Some of the veneer I sliced got warped and was 
kind of small for even a box, so I made a batch of 
30 wooden coasters.
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Carlene wanted three side tables for the living room 
and I made one extra thinking that I would donate it 
to the Sunapee show. I sliced veneer and laminated it to 
MDF to make the tabletops.

I had made an extra laminated top that got turned 
into a charcuterie board and this piece did get to the 
Sunapee show.

The last project is the center panel of a rocking bench 
by Myrl Phelps.
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In August the Guild participated in the 2022 League 
of NH Craftsmen summer event at Mount Sunapee 

Resort in Sunapee, NH. For the last few years I have 
donated a number of small items for the raffle held 
there. The money raised by the event is used by the 
Guild to support woodworking education programs. A 
typical project that I would build for the event is a small 
wood box that highlights a few of the uses of a CNC 
(computer numerically controlled) machine.

For this article I decided to use an antique bronze 
double dial post office box door with a glass 
window that I purchased at a local antique 
store. The post office box door is vintage from 
the early 1950s. Since most post office boxes in 
that era were trimmed with red oak, I decided 
to make the box out of red oak with beveled 
edges to match the bevels on the door. To 
make the box more useful I added two drawers 
on one side of the post office box door. This 

made the design more interesting and provided more 
storage space.

As with most of my projects, I headed over to the 
local hardwood store and picked out a very nice piece 
of 8/4 red oak that was 30˝ long and 6½˝ wide. By 
making all of the box pieces from this one chunk of oak, 
the color of the finished box was matched on all sides. 
As you know, red oak can have a wide variety of colors 
and for large projects a great deal of time can be spent 
matching the boards. 

Figure 1—Plan drawing
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The first step was to resaw the oak chunk on the 
bandsaw into the different thickness boards required for 
the project. I was able to make the five boards needed 
for the project from the oak chunk. 

After resawing the oak into the required thickness 
and board length, I used a thickness planer and drum 
sander for the smooth finish I wanted. The case of the 
box consisted of a top, bottom, two sides, a center 
divider and a back. Two of the boards planed to ½˝ 
thickness were used for these pieces. I had a 3/16˝ board 
in the shop that was used for the back of the box. The 
drawers have a ½˝ face, ¼˝ sides, and a ¼˝ bottom. 
One of the ¼˝ milled pieces was used for the drawer 
sides and the other for the drawer bottoms. I planed 
a small piece of oak approximately 5/8˝ thick for the 
drawer glides. After planing the boards one piece had 
a grain with a quartersawn look. I used that part of the 
planed pieces for the drawer fronts. That gave a pleasing 
appearance to the drawers .

I used Vectric’s VCarve Desktop CNC software to 
develop the machine code used by the CNC machine 
for the milling process. After looking at a number of 
software solutions, I decided that the VCarve Desktop 
was the easiest software to learn for creating and cutting 
parts on a CNC machine. The software produces a 
rendering of the part so you can see the milling process. 
As part of the rendering process it shows each of the 
cutters moving through the material. 

To get things started at the CNC machine, I centered 
the board to be used for the top and bottom of the 
case on the machine bed. To hold the wood securely on 
the CNC machine, I used wood screws to attach the 
board to the bed. The first step in the milling process 
was cutting the chamfers using a 90° V-Bit followed 
by cutting the stopped dadoes and rabbet for the 
back using an upcut 5/16˝ end mill. By milling these 

Photo 2—8/4 board

Photo 3—Bandsawing

Photo 4—Finished boards

Figure 5—Vectric rendering top & bottom Photo 6—CNC cuts top & bottom
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first I eliminated any tearout caused by the router bit 
encountering grain that wasn’t strongly supported. 

The final milling process was cutting the top and 
bottom out of the board. Tabs were created in the wood 
during the milling process to cut the top and bottom 
out of the board using the 5/16˝ mill bit. The tabs hold 
the finished piece in place while the cutter is removing 
the material. The remaining parts for the box were 
machined in the same manner. 

Once the milling has been completed, I used a flush-
cutting saw to cut out each of the pieces where the 
tab was attached. The finished piece required a bit of 
sanding so the attachment point was not visible. With 
all of the pieces cut out and the tabs sanded off, the 
parts of the box and the drawers were glued up.

As you can see from Photo 8, I made a jig to align the 
sections of the drawer. I glued the parts of the drawer 
together and then used a few pin nails to secure them 
in place. The main case of the drawer was glued and 
held together with clamps until the glue dried. I made 
a small block or jig to fit in the place of the door to 
make certain that the sides and center were in perfect 
alignment . 

The final step was to finish the assembled box. To 
make the grain stand out and deepen the many rich 
colors of the oak, I first applied a coat of Danish Oil. 
Once the oil was fully dried, I completed the finish job 
with a number of coats of polyurethane, lightly sanding 
between each coat. 

The final step was to install the knobs on the drawers 
and install the post office box door. The antique brass 
knobs were difficult to find. I wanted them to match 
the knob on the post office door. The knobs that I used 
were purchased from Vintage Antique Hardware in 
Portland, OR. 

My CNC machine has a 24˝x24˝ bed or working 
area. You can see how the process I used on this small 
box could easily be scaled up to make kitchen cabinets, 
display cases, shelving, etc. The milling process on the 
CNC is easily repeated for projects with multiples of 
the same piece such as the drawers on this project. I 
hope this article demonstrated one of the many uses for 
a CNC machine and how it might be a tool you would 
find useful in your shop. 

Photo 7—Finished CNC milling

Photo 8—Glue-up

Photo 9—Finished box

45Guild of  New Hampshire  Woodworkers



Winding sticks are also known to the Brits as twist 
sticks, binding sticks and (my personal favorite, 

thank you Garrett Hack) winking sticks. They are a 
simple tool that can be used to establish that the face 
of a board is flat and without twist, wind or high/low 
spots (Photo 1).

Placing the sticks on the stock being tested you 
eyeball across the closer stick to see if the opposite stick 
is high, low or in alignment (Photo 2). Start by using it 
as a straight edge to check the board across the length, 
width and diagonally. The dot on the lower edge will 
assist in placing the sticks roughly on center. It is like 
using the sights on a gun where you sight across the 
rear sight and focus on the front, or distant, sight. The 
darker keys provide contrast to make it easier to see 
the high spots. Raise and lower your sight line to see 
fine variations in height. The longer the stick the more 
sensitive the variation. Don’t go chasing perfection. 
That comes later.

Mark the high spots and plane them down and 
re-test (Photo 3). For this task you don’t want fine 
shavings. Use a roughing plane or a jack plane with 
a curved blade to take thick shavings. On the left in 
Photo 3 is an Ulmia scrub plane with a narrow and very 
convex blade. On the right is one of my favorite planes, 
a Lignum Vitae razee jack plane made by a ship builder. 
The iron is ground with an 8˝ radius. Traversing across 
the grain is the best technique for quickly reducing the 
high spots. Plane a bevel on the far side of the board so 
you don’t spelch off chunks of material.

The ideal set of winding sticks is made from 
quartersawn stock for stability and re-sawn into two 

pieces. They are often keyed together for alignment with 
two dowel pins (a dovetail key as shown in Figure 4), 
or inset magnets. The keying makes it easier to place 
them together to plane the edges back to true, if needed. 
A dot marking the center is used to assist in centering 
them on the stock being tested.

There are manufactured winding sticks (Photo 5). 
Lee Valley/Veritas makes a metal pair. Dan Schwank of 
Red Rose Reproductions makes a walnut pair based on 
a set found by Chris Schwarz in a used tool shop in 
2015. The cross piece in the cut outs is beveled to reflect 
the light (Photo 6) or you can change the height of your 
eye and see the light shining through under the cross 
piece (Photo 7). The Mother of Pearl centering dot is 
not stock. I added it later. A couple of quick and dirty 
field expedient options are shown in (Photo 8). 

• Hardware store aluminum angle stock and a Sharpie 

make a quick pair. 

• Painter’s tape on two Starrett rules for the contrast spots. 

• Finally, a piece from the scrap pile rabbeted to show the 

lighter colored interior wood.

Roubo had a clever expansion on the use of winding 
sticks in Plate #14 of Le Art de Mensuir in which the 
winding sticks are held up on a pair of legs set onto 
rabbets in the edge of the rough board (Figures 9 & 10). 
When the rabbets are co-planer you can then scrub 
plane down to them establishing a flat surface. If the 
rabbets were established with a marking gauge off 
a flattened face, this will give you a parallel face and 
consistent thickness. 

Winding Sticks

1
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Greg Brown Bedford, NH

Turret Table—The table was made to fit within the 

turret section of the clients home. I used highly figured 

Birdseye Maple from Jere Osgood’s stash.

John Willse New London, NH

Grandfather Clock—The design was made by looking at various pictures. 

I had a supply of Pennsylvania black walnut for a number of years and 

decided to make it into a grandfather clock. The bonnet was the most 

difficult part because of the moldings. I made the face molding around the 

door out of a single piece of walnut. I bandsawed the door profile and then 

routed the concave surface. Then I bandsawed the upper profile. I turned 

the four pillars on my lathe and turned the rosettes as well as the turning at 

the peak. The cove moldings on the base and underside of the bonnet were 

made by plowing wood across my tablesaw.

The clock was made in intervals between making other pieces of furniture. 

I completed the clock in 2018 when I was 88 years old. At 91, I am still 

working with wood but on smaller pieces.

Bob Couch Bow, NH

Hannah Table—Here is a table I built as a donation to 

the NH Rivers Council annual auction. The base is made 

of Honduran Mahogany with a bent laminated center 

stretcher. The legs are curved in both directions and 

hand shaped to be slightly rounded (pillowed). The top 

is curly maple and is designed to look like it’s floating on 

top of the base.

Member Gallery
photo by Bill Truslow


