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FOREWORD

My first book, A Cabinetmaker’s Notebook, was, in a sense, a confession of
failure. It was about a craftsman trying to live and work in a way that gave him an
inner satisfaction, reflecting an almost outmoded, romantic relationship to his
craft. The response came as a heartwarming surprise. “You’ve told us the why,”
readers wrote. ‘““Now give us some of the how.” And so I had the chance to share
some more. The books that followed—and our school here in California—seem
to have brought encouragement to many craftsmen who had been intimidated by
the pressures of professionalism, more and fancier machines, dependence on
trends, “‘art,” and the marketplace.

Many of us suspect that wood holds friendly mysteries. It does. And if we are
patient and observing and work with wood on an intimate basis, then there are
special, personal satisfactions to be discovered. Time-tried tools and methods can
be refined, old skills re-learned and put to new use. None of this is to my credit. I
have no precious secrets to share. Nor is there a need to re-invent cabinetmaking.
People like the Barnsleys in England, Wharton Esherick in America, Peder Maas
in Denmark, remind us of the integrity that has been and should be an inherent
part of our craft. For those of us who care enough, cabinetmaking can be an
adventure that results in the quiet satisfaction of making objects that will endure
and serve their purpose well, bringing pleasures to those who choose to live with
them. “Good design,” a friend once wrote, ‘“should include the process of
doing.”

These pages, now, are about doing—about what happens when we do cabinet-
making a certain way and what might happen if we do it another way, or still
another. Granted, without a warm and open attitude to our craft, information is of
little value; it can even be an index of indifference. It is what we do with what we
know that matters, finally—not only the results, but the doing itself. When we
discover what wonderful things our eyes and hands are as they seek fine lines and
use sharp tools, when we listen to wood and not just use it, then cabinetmaking

can take on a new meaning.
—James Krenov
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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps it’s as well to start by
saying this: Without a certain
attitude to our craft, information
itself is of little value. It is what
we do with what we know that
matters, finally: not only the re-
sults but also the doing itself.
After all, that i1s what we are left
with, after the piece is done and
has found its owner and we are
back working again. What some
of us find is an enjoyment we
can’t weigh against money, rec-
ognition, or artistic aura. By
whatever term others call it, it is
the feeling of doing something
we want to do—and doing it
well, by measures both honest
and sensitive.

These pages-are largely about
doing—about what happens
when we do cabinetmaking a
certain way, and what might
happen if we do it another way,
or still another.

This book is not intended for
professional cabinetmakers. It is
for amateurs in the true sense
of the word: those who love the
material and the work of their
craft more than anything else
about it. And, one should add,
who have a fair idea of how de-
manding wood can be.

Very few persons become
cabinetmakers or woodworkers
because of the money in it—the
housepainter and plumber make
more. It’s liking to do the work
that counts for most of us. Prob-
ably 1it’s the wood—whatever
each of us means by that state-
ment. Sometimes what it means
at the start is not what it turns
out to be later on. We begin
with the romance, the smells
and the feel of wood and tools,
the environment of crafts, the
workshop—and we meet all too
soon wood as a science. We be-
come professionals, not merely
by definition but even more so
by our attitude, part of which
goes back to an efficiency-based
training. Subtly, often unno-
ticed, it turns us aside from the
painstaking and dedicated side
of our craft to the shortcuts and
what I’d call “engineer art.” On
the way to conventional effi-
ciency we often neglect some
emotions and miss some joOys.
We drift into competition. Less
romance, more reality. Less time
for those little discoveries, for
following them through to their
enjoyable and rewarding end,
for being at ease.
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We’re caught. Unless of course
one tires of competing that
way—speed, originality, design,
marketing—and begins to won-
der about efficiency. What does
it mean, when the chap up the
street knows the same tricks,
has the same equipment, sees
the same shows, reads the same
magazines?

Is wood just wood: color and
hardness, supply and demand?
Why are some tools better, more
satisfying to use than others?
As to the work itself—there are
things one does, and likes to
do, that cannot be explained
by efficiency. Are these enjoy-
able moments gained at the price
of efficiency—or is there a com-
mon sense and a feeling in our
odd ways that is more rational
than any efficient engineering?

I am not recommending being
content with nostalgic oversim-
plification—subconsciously imi-
tating or borrowing from these—
but rather trying to combine
unpretentiousness with a seeking
of one’s own sensitivity. For each
level of work there should be the
level of doing that work well.

People are different and have
different aims. But if there is a

common denominator among
us, let’s hope it is enjoyment of
our work—the surprises and the
final warmth of it. The road to
that shared feeling is a series of
small steps. We cross a thresh-
old—and then one small discov-
ery leads to another. Wood is a
rich, sensuous material. One can
do the most exquisite and re-
fined things with it. Or hack out
impulsive, naive messages. Work
hours, days, months on one sin-
gle object. Or sit and carve a
toy, a whistle, anything or noth-
ing. Just make shavings. Make
pine shavings with a sharp knife,
and then run your hand over the
bit that is left; feel it, smell it,
and think about something you
would like to make out of pine.
It’s nice wood. And not all that
easy to work. Really, it is more
difficult to make fine crisp joints
and smooth shimmering surfaces
of pine than some harder wood.
Try. With very sharp tools and a
light touch.

That’s what it’s about: being
curious, and trying, moving to-
wards the kind of work that is
your very own—no matter where
you learned it.



1. WOOD

Looking for a way to describe
our amateur’s relationship to
wood, two words come to my
mind: one is curiosity, the other
i1s chance. You live in some
particular place—let us suppose
it is in a small town. There is a
local lumberyard with a few
stacks of common woods, the
usual thing—fir, oak, butternut,
maple, a bit of walnut, some
pine. The piece you’re apt to
end up with has been haphaz-
ardly sawn and indifferently
stored. Only sometimes in out-
of-the-way places you will find
just those people who do care,
and are friendly, and will take
the time to help you find what
you want. These persons really
care about wood, though with
this reservation: they are in
business. Seven customers a day
like myself and they’ll go broke.

At any rate, because there are
just a few kinds of wood avail-
able, you start looking through
the piles to find the best in each,
becoming aware of the differ-
ence between one plank and an-
other: you just have to. The
limited selection can be of indi-
rect help: not having access to
infinite supplies of wood prompts

you to become more aware of
what is there around you.

Curiosity is a start. If the
meager supply at the yard dis-
courages you because you have
heard about so many different
kinds of great wood, it is a good
sign. You are caring about wood,
have a stubborn interest in it.
This curiosity (or whatever you
choose to call it) may prove to
be of crucial importance. It just
might lead you to stumble across
the few best pieces in those
seemingly uninspiring piles.

Or it may cause you to notice
a cut-down apple or pear or elm
tree someplace—or the trunk of
a tree, or even a stump on the
property of someone who may
allow you to buy or take this
piece of wood. Just think of all
the fruit trees that are felled
every year in parts of any coun-
try. Maybe one at a time, or
sometimes even dozens of them
at a time in an orchard, cut
and piled up to rot or be
burned. Fruitwood is often very
beautiful, firm in texture, rich
with varying colors—it works
smoothly and gives fine sur-
faces. As a rule, fruit trees
aren’t large. Some cherry and

pearwood in Central Europe
produces wide clear planks. But
fruitwood as most of us imagine
and experience it—the wood
from local orchards or one’s own
lot—is wusually smaller trees.
Small, but not light: it’s hard
work making such wood usable.

Supposing the log is one foot
in diameter and four or five feet
long, not too crooked or knotty:
you can probably split it into
halves or quarters. No use me
trying to say which: it depends
on the kind of wood, on whether
it 1s very green and wet, or part
of a dead tree—on things you
will in time be able to judge.
Perhaps splitting into quarters
is safest to start with; though
more work, it will result in less
cracking as the pieces dry. But
first: peel off most of the bark.
Then split the log, which means
having to get an axe and a maul
and some wedges. If you can,
work on the spot—a freshly
fallen log even of this size is
heavy. Save your back, you’ll
need it later on.

When you are able to move the
wood, you must find a place to
store it that is not too dry. Keep
it in the air outside at first,



The same pearwood cut to thickness
and book-matched reveals subtle pat-
terns and soft colors from reddish to
mauve and almost ivory.

Pearwood. Split into quarters when Applewood left unopened and stored

green, and air-dried slowly. Here in unheated garage. Note twist in

rough-trimmed on bandsaw. split: this adds to waste of otherwise
fine wood.



under a rain shelter, in a barn
or an unheated garage. Wherever
stored, the wood will crack some.
All kinds of worries go with it—
one being that after this first
period, about a year of drying,
you will need another and less
humid space.

Is the wood worth all this ef-
fort and more to come? If you
have been enthusiastic about it
from the start you may find it so.
What you save will be fine wood,
the kind you’ll want to work
with and enjoy. Small logs—
planks or pieces, which some-
times are smaller than we’d like.
Splitting is in itself a limitation.

Recently I have noticed crafts-
men tending to obtain wood by
sawing it themselves. A concept
new Iin America 1S emerging:
that of the flitch-cut log and
fine, thick planks which will later
be re-sawn to sizes needed.

A sensible investment for
craftsmen who feel like this is
a so-called portable mill: a
motor-sawmill (some even have
two motors) with a special
guide-roller attachment. There
are several makes available, one
in particular very reliable, and
such a mill will probably pay for
itself within a few months if you
use it properly and are am-
bitious enough. This is easiest
if you live outside the concrete
jungle, but even from the city,
you can easily reach areas where
logs are available.
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Once you get to where the
wood is, and start cutting, you
need a lot of energy. You’ll need
help too, friends willing to par-
ticipate in this kind of work—
and maybe a truck. It can be
great fun, like a picnic; you’re
out all day in the weather, the
greenness all round you, work-
ing together. Oh, yes; the noise
of the saw, the smell of gaso-
line and the risks of the work
itself are there too—but these
are in the price of admission.
Actually, the final price is not
too high: you will be able to ob-
tain some wood which is not
available in any lumberyard—
at least not yet—and which is
more interesting and more per-

sonal to you than any counter-
part you might find elsewhere.
If you are lucky you may find
fine wood just for you—which
may mean anything from an old
dry stump of spalted maple to a
nice, ciear log of ash with a
brownish heart. A whole log,
maybe two feet in diameter and
twenty feet long, can be cut
into good sturdy planks in a
few hours when the work is prop-
erly planned and carried through.
A few such logs will pay for
your motor-sawmill if you have
chosen the right trees. There
are, however, many surprises
and some disappointments in-
volved in obtaining wood this
way.

Portable chain-saw mill with two
motors can take logs up to three feet
in diameter. Planks can be cut straight
and to even thickness from '4 inch and
upward.



Portable mill with single motor is
easily handled by one man. The saws
shown here can be obtained from
Robert Sperber, North Caldwell, New
Jersey.

The saws in use.
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Often the hardest part of ob-
taining wood is getting permis-
sion to cut the log. There are
rules and regulations, local agen-
cies involved, various distant
persons, and you have to be dip-
lomatic and clever and perse-
verant to get at some of the
wood which seems so obviously
available—until you run into
statutes, and people who don’t
quite understand.

It takes a bit of tact, energy,
and patience.

Remember that with any wood
you find in the form of logs you
must be extra patient: getting
it to the state of usability en-
tails labor, time, and space.
A consolation: you are apt to
obtain a considerable quantity
cheaply this way, and once you
have the first batch dry, you
need only to keep replacing
whatever is used. This is the
start of a process of rotation
where the first stages are very
frustrating. Two years go by, and
all the wood you have gath-
ered is drying—but not dry.

But once the first batch is
properly dried and you start
using—and replacing—it, then
you can slow down your hunt,
and be content with a new log
only now and then, as the need
arises; to keep an “overlap.”
You always have some dry
wood, some nearly ready for
use, and some more that is only
recently cut.

Once the log is sawn, you are
. faced with the question of how
and where to store it. There is
not only romance and adven-
-ture in this approach, but also
many practical problems. It is
not as if you could simply go
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out and get wood and start
working it—that is a trap into
which some of us still do fall.
With the wood sawn you are
only at the beginning of the
road that leads to the final us-
age of it. You have now to stack
it properly with air space be-
tween the planks. Use sticks
about 3/4 or one inch thick as
spacers, place them a bit in from
the ends of your planks, with
maybe three such sticks to a ten-
foot length. Protect the ends
of the planks with a thick coat
of glue, paint, or paraffin to
slow down the access of air and
minimize splitting. Be sure the
wood gets plenty of air: don’t
put a plastic cover directly over
the stack! Resist the tempta-
tion to store the wood where it
is just a little dnier. Keep it in
something like outdoor hu-
midity at first. It is so easy to
make a foolish mistake that will
ruin it.

There is a pile of promising
wood in that shed, and you are
eager and interested and happy
having it—and now you have to
let it sit for a year or more. |
suppose we enthusiasts cannot
accept that. We will keep re-
membering our wood. We’ll go
out to the stack, turn over a
plank or two, and look at those
pieces again, see if there are
cracks, discover new areas of
color, notice warpage and how
the wood is behaving, try to
guess just how dry it is—and
wish it were drier still. As we
do this, our thoughts will begin
to turn, ideas will come to us as
we think of those patterns, col-
ors, dimensions. We may even
go and split off a small piece and

carve or plane it a bit—just to
get the feel . . . and keep it some-
where in our shop to remind us
of this wood we will have in a
year or so.

Split or saw or simply. buy,
it is a never-ending process.
Whether you start from the
green wood (log) and go through
long years of waiting or obtain
your wood from companies
where the methods of drying and
storage bring other uncertain-
ties and frustrations—whatever
your source of supply, you must
be patient with wood if vou
really care about it.

Craftsmen forever talk about
dry wood: to do good, lasting
cabinetwork you need dry wood.
Well, dry wood is a myth, or al-
most a myth. This fact is the
cause of disappointments and
many small disasters. And
though we really do (or should)
know better, we still make the
mistake of presuming that a
given wood 1is dry; time and
again our eagerness to get at the
work, our lack of patience with
wood, is very difficult to over-
come.

Kiln-dried wood may or may
not be dry—to assume that it is
dry is to court trouble. Every-
thing depends upon how it has
been dried in the kiln, and how
it has been handled and stored.
When it comes out of the kiln it
is to all apparent purposes dry,
yes. But how many of us actually
buy wood during the first few
days after it has left the kiln? We
go to the yard and select some
wood, and buy it, having been
assured that it is kiln-dried. We
do not ask: kiln-dried when?
Perhaps months earlier. Since



Wood sawn with portable mill pinned
and stacked to air-dry. It should be
protected from rain, etc. but given free
circulation of air.

Air-dried wood brought into the work-
shop will be stored here for a year or
more before being re-sawn at the start
of making a certain piece.

-
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then it has been in the storage
sheds (open most of the day to
outside air) in humidity that is
not what it will be in a proper
workshop or home.

During the time of storage the
process of drying has been partly
reversed; moisture has begun to
creep into the wood all round—
so now the wood is drier inside
than it is on the outside. It is no
longer evenly dry; tension Iis
building up between the differ-
ent areas of the wood. This is a
source of potential trouble for
us. Besides, kiln-dried wood con-
tains other tensions which come
from the unnaturally rapid pro-
cess of drying.

In a book on woodworking an
English cabinetmaker says there
is no essential difference be-
tween air-dried wood and wood
that has been dried in a kiln. I
find such a statement rather sad.
Not because it is untrue-—but
rather because it has become
true for so many cabinetmakers.

Can it be that we are forget-
ting the feel of air-dried wood
under our tools, and no longer
notice how the kiln-dried wood
is less alive, even in shavings? It
actually sounds different—Ilisten
as you work.

And the colors: notice that a
kiln-dried Italian walnut hasn’t
the clarity it had before, the soft
tints of pink and gray are gone.
After all, kiln-dried wood has
been steamed, almost cooked.
By that forced process some of
the elusive chemistry of color
has been altered. Sad, if we do
not respond to these differences
in. a maternal so close to us, so
meaningful to our slightest touch
and glance.
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Somebody says: There
shouldn’t be any difference; not
if the kiln is working right,
drying the wood slowly enough.
But does the kiln work “right” in
these time-is-money times?

Maybe there is no longer any
practical difference between
natural and synthetic colors in
textiles, either—I don’t know.
But if I were working with tex-
tiles I would try to show in my
work that there is a difference.
Just as for me there is a differ-
ence between synthetic fibers
and wool, the feel of wool against
the skin.

If this approach seems old-
fashioned, it is, I hope, at least
consistent. Some people find my
entire attitude unrealistic. Oth-
ers remark that it is simply ro-
mantic. It’s all a matter of how
we feel. Perhaps, too, of whether
we want to go on believing in,
and defending what we feel—
even when it can’t be proved.

The first supplies of wood
available to you may affect your
work basically: you are apt to
adapt what you do to the wood
you obtain. If what you can get
are mostly small pieces, fruit-
wood, odds and ends, you may
find yourself doing smallish
work. Perhaps, too, you have a
rather small workshop or only a
part of the basement—you aren’t
going to do castle gates in that
kind of a shop.

On the other hand, you may be
lucky and have plenty of space.
You may have a tendency to
think big, too, and want to work
on that scale. Naturally you
then try to find wood in the
dimensions and quantities you
need to do that kind of work.

Your search may take you far
and wide—in fact it should take
you far and wide, unless you are
extremely fortunate and live
somewhere with all kinds of fine
wood readily available.

We who are going to devote
ourselves to wood need an eye
for it. And a nose: you should
be able to sort of scent where
there might be interesting wood.
Although a few of us tend to be
secretive about such matters,
word does get around: friends,
colleagues, people talk and there
are rumors of someone some-
where, of someplace where a
certain fine wood can now and
then be obtained.

So you come home with a few
planks from here and there. For
good reasons you may not want
to get involved in sawing your
own; the initial costs, labor, and
risks are against this—and you
become an “ordinary” purchaser
of wood. A good rule is to buy
as much as you can sensibly af-
ford of any wood that excites
you and then, quickly, buy a lit-
tle bit more. I have often expe-
rienced the situation where much
of the wood I found somewhere
was available just at that partic-
ular time. Because I simply could
not afford all I wanted then, I
liked to think that I could come
back and get more—*“soon,” I'd
tell myself. But when I returned
the wood was gone: ir did not
wait. Very often that particular
wood, that flitch-cut log, those
odd planks, were what my heart
wanted. Sad. Anything else by
comparison later on might be
good; yes, almost better, but not
quite that wood.

As we work and use our wood,



we learn about our craft. We may
also become more ambitious,
or perhaps more greedy, with re-
gards to our material. A certain
kind of cabinetmaker can never
have enough wood, or wood that
is fine enough. It is a never-
ending search. And unless you’ve
got oil in your back yard—or
the forests of the world there—
you can go broke buying wood
while you are dreaming of all the
great things you will do with it.

No matter how we get our
wood, whether it is odd planks
gathered here and there or logs
that we have flitch-cut ourselves,
if we work with solid wood we
have, or should have, a lot of
re-sawing to do. Some wood-
workers have an aversion to
this; certainly, schools have not
encouraged it. Re-sawing takes
time, there i1s a waste of wood,
the table-saw is dangerous and
the band saw cuts too slowly:
we can muster all sorts of rea-
sons against re-sawing. One re-
sult of such an attitude, and
this is noticeable in the work
shown, is to avoid re-sawing; we
use the dimensions available and
adapt our work to these. The
result is often a monotony in the
piece, a lack in variation and
play between different parts; we
miss dimensions used with sub-
tlety and balanced against one
another. Avoiding re-sawing can
result in work that is unneces-
sarily awkward. This is a pity.
Because re-sawing is rather easy,
and when done with forethought
it more than justifies the time
and effort involved.

The first thing is to obtain a
good band saw. This is not to
say that you cannot re-saw on

the circular saw. However, in
my opinion you should not. It
1s dangerous and unpleasant and
it is one of the methods which
really does waste wood, making
unnecessarily wide cuts. By a
good band saw, I mean a sturdy,
simple machine. Actually, the

less sophistication, the more
reliability. A rather old-fash-
ioned band saw with a heavy
cast-iron frame and steady
wheels and simple guides, some-
times with just Bakelite instead
of the more modern wheel-
guides, is very good indeed and

My eighteen-inch band saw.
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worth buying second-hand, if
you can find one. The secret of
re-sawing is not a tricky ma-
chine. The secret, if any, lies
mainly in two things: the blades
you use and how you set up your
guide for making the cuts.
There are many kinds of band-
saw blades, and we will not go
into the technical aspects of
the different ones. Skip-tooth
blades are common and much
advertised, but I find the claw-
tooth model best for re-sawing
wood to average dimensions, in-
cluding rather thick pieces. The
3/8- and 1/2-inch-wide claw-
tooth blades (three teeth to the
inch) work very well, both on a
smaller saw, perhaps a fourteen-
inch one, or a larger band saw,
such as a twenty-inch model.
Get a few four-tooth-per-inch
blades for thinner stock. Form
the habit of using only good,
sharp blades. In Europe we can
have our saw blades, even the
hard-edged ones, resharpened.
I have about fifty blades, which
I use in rotation, they have been
sharpened a dozen times or more
each. Perhaps once a year 1 buy
five new blades, not more. The
resharpened ones, when sharp-
ened right on the machine, are
actually sharper than the new
ones. And each blade lasts a
long time. In America many
companies refuse to resharpen
hard-edged blades—don’t ask
me why. It seems a waste to
buy, use once, and throw away.
I have had an eighteen-inch
band saw for years. It is by far
the most important of my ma-
chines. Not much for looks, it
has done wonderful service stead-
ily. As to the saw-guide, or the
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fence, as it is called, usually
the one that comes with the saw
itself is not very well suited to
re-sawing. Not, at least, for
rather thick stock. I suggest you
make a fence out of two pieces
of fairly thick laminate or chip-
board (3/4 inch is a good thick-
ness) fitted at right angles, with
a block or two to brace them.
One i1s shown in the photo-
graph. You can leave a little
space at the overlap down to-
wards the table which will allow
the sawdust to come between
the stock and the fence there.
One of the main difficulties
which occurs is that the relation-
ship between the way the saw-
blade wants to cut and the way
the fence is set is not correct.
We presume that the blade is
going to cut straight—that is, at
right angles to the table-front
and the wheels. But most blades
do not cut absolutely straight;
they tend to drift in one direc-
tion or another, usually because
the sharpening tools have left a
slight burr on the edge of the
teeth. Or there may be some
other cause, such as the way the
saw-wheels are aligned. To check
on drift, feed a piece of scrap
wood straight along the table,
at right angles to the wheels;
keep it at that angle and notice
whether the blade (cut) drifts in
one direction or another. Leave
the piece on the table in the
same relation the cut has made
and then clamp your guide ac-
cordingly. Often it will then not
be straight across the table, but
rather in accordance with the
way the blade actually cuts.
You set it up that way and clamp
it well, perhaps with small blocks

of wood under the saw-table
itself. When you feed the work
through the saw, remember: do
not crowd it, feed it slowly and
evenly. It does not take much
effort, but it does require some
patience. Patience in this case,
as in so many others, pays off,
because the work goes faster than
you’d imagine.

If, as you saw, the piece tends
to leave the guide, it is because
the blade is cutting in towards
the guide; if you persist in forc-
ing the piece against the guide,
the cut will be cupped inward.
Conversely, when the guide is
set improperly and the cut tends
to pull away from the guide,
there will be a tendency to cup
outward. Either way, the result
is a strain on both you and the
saw, and a waste of wood.

There is a general tendency to
underestimate the worth of a
band saw—due, I am convinced,
to the stubborn use of the wrong
blades, and a disregard for the
fine simple facts of re-sawing. (If
from the start we don’t believe in
something, we are less apt to give
it a fair chance.) An eighteen-
inch band saw will, when prop-
erly set up and tuned, cut eight-
inch-thick hardwood for hours
on end—cut it cleanly and ac-
curately. It will cut six-inch steck
right down to a thickness of 1/8
inch suitable for veneer.

Everything has to be right, and
kept that way: wheels brushed
clean regularly, guides cared for,
the blade sharp. And a light but
firm hand on the work. If you
then push it you lose not only
time but also wood, some of
which may be irreplaceable. Re-
member: once things start going



Guide for re-sawing on the bandsaw. Bandsaw blades often “drift,” making
. cuts that are not at right angles to

Guide set properly ensures fine, even ' the front edge of the saw-table.

cut.
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wrong and you become irritated,
you are apt to make even more
mistakes and spoil even more
wood, and then all your plans
are upset.

It is very important in our
work to keep things going well, so
that one does not reach that state
of irritation. Then one cannot
work well. Even the finest ideas
and the best wood and even an
initial enthusiasm can’t help us
once we get bogged down in a lot
of small errors that keep ac-
cumlating. So at the first sign of
difficulty, stop and back up a bit,
think not only in terms of detail,
but even more in the light of what
it is you want to accomplish—
and take the time to get on the
right track again.

Perhaps I am into this matter
of re-sawing a little too soon,
though with the facts of this in
mind it may be easier to relate
some of our ambitions to the
wood we have. Certainly, before
re-sawing in earnest we need to
do a lot of thinking: the more
interesting ideas we have about
some piece we'd like to make,
and the finer our wood, the more
careful we need be not to spoil
things. If you are too eager, you
might cut a plank crosswise at a
point you think is right, but you
have not laid out the work prop-
erly, or re-checked everything—
and now it turns out you have
cross-cut in the wrong place.
That’s a mistake almost as ir-
reparable as cutting off a finger.

Looking for wood, and plan-
ning one’s work in terms of years
to come, it is well to keep in
mind not only the various good
points about any particular wood
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but also the troubles that often
accompany those qualities.

For instance: there is shavings
wood and there i1s dust wood.
Most species of wood, especially
those of North America and
Europe, are shavings wood:
when you work them in ma-
chines or by hand you get shav-
ings. And the chances are good
that with shavings you also get
clean-cut shimmering surfaces
and burnished edges. The shav-
ings themselves are nice, too; they
polish your floor as you sweep
up.

Dust woods are another mat-
ter. You work with doussie—a
good wood otherwise—and ex-
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cept for a few crumbs in the ma-
chines, the shop is full of thick,
heavy, dry dust, lingering in the
air for what seems like hours.
You cough, you sneeze, you
swear. Your nose drips and your
eyes water. If you’re unlucky you
develop an allergic symptom,
break out in a rash. Maybe not
from doussie, but very likely
from mansonia, cocobolo, or
rosewood. You sweep the floor
three times in quick succession,
wipe off the machines, benches—
and still everything is dusty.
Another sort of meanness in
wood is the crystalline substance
in teak, afromosia, and the like—
the stuff is similar to what rubs

Ash (left) and maple shavings.



off bad sandpaper. It dulls your
tools beyond all reason.

To satisfy your curiosity or
maybe win a bet, you can work
some of this dust wood now and
then; it is a good way to find out
which of them you dislike most—
or dislikes you most.

But in the long run you’ll
probably have to decide either to
get carbide cutters for your ma-
chines (very expensive), buy
loads of saw-blades (more
money), and invest in a good
waste-removal  system—or to

The crumbs from hand-planed doussie.
In machine-working this wood, the
crumbs are even smaller.

stick to other kinds of wood.
Yet against this commonsense
solution is one’s stubborn feeling
for the color, the texture, the very
weight of a wood like cocobolo.
Or the wonderful, wavy pinkish-
grayish ripples in Indian laurel. 1
found some planks of this in
London, brought them home.
They cost a mint. After two or
more years of drying, they were
ready to use. I had planned a
large cabinet and started to work
eagerly. I finished the cabinet,
but the dust was like sand, heavy
on everything, and almost im-
possible to sweep up, even with
the help of sweeping compound.

I intended to sell, or even give
away, the rest of that Indian
laurel. Yet somehow 1 still have
it. Maybe, I tell myself in weaker
moments, maybe if I make only
very small things out of it, one at
a time, at long intervals, I could
. ... Ah, well!

A person who uses only small
quantities of wood—for what-
ever reasons—need not have all
these worries on a large scale.
You may be making puppets,
wooden toys, salad spoons; you
need not be a cabinetmaker.
Whatever our expression, In-
terest in wood is our meeting-
point. Earlier, I called it curios-
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ity; I mentioned luck. With these
you make discoveries. You de-
velop a feel for what is in a log or
a plank, you care—and that is a
driving force. It is the beginning
of an excitment which carries
you on to other discoveries, to
the heart of the work itself.

At the start this interest or curi-
osity is more a matter of feeling
than of accurate facts. Finally it is
both feeling and facts, but of the
two, feeling is the more impor-
tant. Without curiosity and a
sense leading to the living rich-
ness that is in some woods, one
will always remain something of
an engineer—even as a success-
ful craftsman. Many successful
craftsmen are, alas, only engi-

neers.

Wood is elusive in its patterns,
changing in its moods, and only
partly predictable in its ways.
What is vital in all this is to
build up your experience on the
basis of what 1 would like to
imagine are the natural laws of
wood—all the while allowing
your sense of curiosity and en-
thusiasm for this wonderful ma-
terial to help you put together the
intimate experiences that make
cabinetmaking something more
—or isitless?—thana profession.

I suppose the first stages of be-
coming a craftsman are very,
very important; it is then we go
through hardly recognizable
critical periods. Times when,
often by chance, we make dis-
coveries that increase our in-

terest and enthusiasm and give us
strength. This helps us further;
we are able to overcome disap-
pointments, and go on. We are
vulnerable: the remark of a tea-
cher, a word from a friend can
make a difference in our lives. If
we do not come upon those dis-
coveries, and use them, then we
may not reach the point where we
can, with this first knowledge and
early eagerness, be rewarded by
the joyous harmony of wholeness
in our work.

Unidentified Brazilian hardwood sent
to author. Planks contained streaks
and whorls of brown and tan. The
wood cracked, warped, almost refused
to dry.
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Boxwood. From a small billet found Cocobolo. A billet, opened, revealed
inLondon. It had been stored outdoors, extensive damage. However, the

and is spalted. There were many usable wood was a joy.

cracks and much waste.

Mahogany pyramid, solid wood, cut
about twenty-five years ago. There are
subtle, fernlike pattern traces along
the middle area.
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You have to reach a point
where small revelations and ad-
ventures show you the way, and
you say to yourself: “Ah, so
that’s what it’s about. Now 1
see; this is interesting. This is
something I can use!” It may be
the challenge of a piece of fine
wood, a knife that fits your hand,
a plane with which you will enjoy
working. But if some of the ques-
tions and the answers come
from the wood itself, I think that
1s a good sign.

When you do not have excit-
ing wood, or simply have not
enough different kinds of wood,
it 1s easy—a bit too easy, really—
to make excuses for the way you
work and blame it on the simple
wood. We should be able to work
well with the wood we have while
hoping for the wood we’d like to
get.

I used to be very absorbed by
unusual and “fine” woods, and
spent far too much time running
about looking for these, search-
ing for the inspiration of ever
more striking colors and pat-
terns. This is all right, but it can
be a diversion. Now, after many
years, I am rediscovering some of
the simpler woods. Soft and
rather commonplace woods such
as pine and fir and cedar make
their own demands on the cabi-
netmaker. A general attitude is
that one makes chests out of
these, clumsy boxes, floors,

Cabinet of spalted maple. The wood
was sawn with a portable mill at
Rochester, New York, in 1973, the
cabinet made in Stockholm three years
later. The odd opening between the
doors is the result of using the shape
along an outer edge of the plank.
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houses: they are seldom associ-
ated with delicate work.

Such prejudices are an easy
way of getting around the chal-
lenge of refinement. It can be en-
lightening to make a well-
balanced, very small pine box
with delicate joints, let us say a
box for a teabowl or some other
little ceramic piece. Actually it
takes more skill, sharper tools

and greater patience than it
would using some harder and
more “suitable” wood.

Imagine an exercise where we
are asked to make small boxes,
for example, out of three or four
simple woods like pine and oak

- and maple—boxes with the same

dimensions, the same spacing
and size of joints in each. We will
then look at these objects, and



talk about them and notice—as
we did or did not notice during
the work itself—how differently
these woods react to the tools and
methods we have used. How in
one wood the joints were easier
to make and in another they
were more difficult: some woods
tear and chip while others are
more firm; some are resilient and
the joints press one half into the
other, while with wood that 1s
more dense and brittle the joints
do not go together unless every
dovetail is right on—as if we were
working with stone.

We compare these boxes, and
though they are alike in size and
detail, our experiences of having
made them are quite different.

Then another exercise: each of
us is allowed to make our own
versions of the preceding boxes,
out of the same woods, but now
choosing the proportions and the
joints according to what we
sense each wood calls for. Unless
we feel intimidated (which we
sometimes do in schools), we will
make our boxes as we want to
make them. More or less in close
relation to the wood, and the pur-
pose of the box, and our judg-
ment as to how all this should be.

Instead of being alike, the
boxes will be only similar.

In maple the joints will some-
how have become more finely
tapered and differently spaced
than in pine or oak. If we are con-
sistent, even the proportions—
the way we do the details of the
lid, or of the bottom, or how we
finish the corners—will be differ-
ent, too. The oak, if it gets what
it asks for, will have a heavier
air about it. With each wood
there should emerge a separate

and distinct box.

This very simple work teaches
us that the same object, when
made in the same way but out of
different woods, will seldom look
right or feel right in more than
one of these woods. If done inac-
cordance with each wood and
one’s own sense of workmanship,
both the experience of the work
and the result will be different
each time.

The scale of what we do, des-
pite what some say, is not de-
cisive for its message. We don’t
have to impress people with the
size or scope of our work. The
simplest little object can contain
all our knowledge and skill. Our
relationship to wood rests on
how we use it. The number of
basic joints in cabinetmaking
does not exceed five—all the
others are an extension of these.
The fundamental constructions
we use can be counted on our
fingers—yet the truly personal
expressions of these are infinite.

The realization of this can
make one feel humble. The
knowledge that wood cannot be
pushed around, so to speak, that
it doesn’t want to be forced—is
sobering for some of us. Wood is
a live material, with a will and
integrity of its own. It can split,
break, bend, buckle, and shrink
—all within the boundaries we
enforce upon it. That is why it
sooner or later reveals whether
or not we have listened to 1t, and
cared.

Listening is a search. It can
lead us to the refinement of the
violins. Or to the popular exag-
geration of the drums. It depends
upon what we are (and want). Of
these two paths, refinement is the

more elusive. Those times when
we achieve a sensitive and har-
monious balance in our work are
the finest because they are so
dearly earned.

We are apt to take for granted
or ignore work that i1s unimpres-
sive: most people will shrug at a
low-tone approach. But a few do
see in it a relief from the pres-
sure of originality. A calmness
that is a sort of new confidence
separating one from the competi-
tion of effictency. For some
craftsmen it is not defeat. Humil-
ity is not the same as being
humiliated, though at times we
experience it as such.

From the simplest object we
move on. We are aware that
wood 1s something more than just
a submissive material. And if we
are sensitive, then we develop our
feelings to include a sense of
method, the logic of how we put
things together. Cabinetmaking
1s a complex craft, and it may
seem frightening at first not to
know the principles of construc-
tion, the uses of machines, or the
fine points of certain tools. Ours
is a constant search for a lan-
guage of our own. Knowledge 1s
available, and the details of
technical skill, equipment, and
specific materials are problems
each of us will overcome in his
or her own way. I can only make
suggestions and share a few
personal experiences.

But if we are not to become
simply professional woodwork-
ers involved in and shaped by
the mold in which professional-
ism would have us, we must
guard our enthusiasm as we
would our life. Long after we
know a great deal, we must pre-
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serve that enthusiasm.

The facts and knowledge of
centuries of woodworking are
available to us. Yet it is difficult
to imagine any book, or books,
that will give us a true sense of
the flexibility with which this ex-
perience can be used by us, the
way we can make common
knowledge our own and with the
help of 1t express something
personal. By “personal” I mean
more than a visual experience,
more than form or design. It’s
our final mark I have in mind—
the craftsman’s fingerprints on
the work. Do they show?

To say that dovetails are hand-
made joints is to say nothing. To
tell about dovetails in terms of
angles and the traditional regular
spacing is a bit more—but dull.
To give a feeling of this classic
joint in various situations—how
spacing can be made less mono-
tonous and at the same time
more logical, how dovetail angles
are related to different woods and
the sense of tension in each, to
convey the rhythm of a joint and
its clarity of purpose—is some-
thing else again.

We need that kind of looking
at our work, for better or for
worse. In the long run it is what
keeps some of us going. That and
our love for wood.

During visits to North Amer-
ica | have often wondered why
relatively few exotic woods can
be had there. Even some of what
might be called classic cabinet-
makers’ woods are hard to find,
and the little that is available is
very expensive. One can some-
times order selected tropical
wood from the country of origin
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—or even through a European
dealer—at a cost equal to or less
than the wood specialty yards
charge. The limited supply of
some fine cabinetmakers’ woods
is, I suppose, partly due to their
no longer being available in
quantity: they are slow-growing,
they have been harvested without
thought for the future, many
species are almost extinct. Who
has used so much of these rare
woods? We have. All of us have
taken part in this waste that is
called veneer. Whether through
ignorance or bad taste, we all
support the quasi-wood craze,
the square miles of veneered ex-
ecutive paneling, the offices,
corridors, washrooms lined with
it. The finest logs of almost any
harvested wood go to the veneer
factories.

How much expensive junk has
been manufactured out of rose-
wood! From a few sleek custom-
made Danish chairs we get a
spreading disease of pretentious
nonsense. French and Italian
walnut at its best 1s princely
wood; mild, elegant, wanting to
be made into refined things. It
too i1s almost gone now—the
finest has been more or less
wasted on veneer and reproduc-
tion work, “period” furniture.

Beautiful woods have been lit-
erally hunted to death, like birds
and animals we do not under-
stand and in our ignorance must
pursue and kill. Think of a fine
wood like English brown oak,
and the way it has been popu-
larized these last ten years, made
a mode for architects and de-
signers, become expensive be-
yond reason, ruthlessly cut and
dried—pushed—until now the

best of it is gone.

And gone, or going, too, are
some of the traditional cabinet-
makers’ woods. This is not so
surprising as it is sad: they
represent not luxury but rich-
ness—the wealth of expression
that belongs to our craft. I think
it is a pity we do not encourage
suppliers to stock these woods,
include them in the experiences
of education so they could stimu-
late a certain kind of student ina
special and positive way.

So much wood is being wasted,
misused, ignored; it would be
only right if some of us who care
could be given the chance to work
well with many different woods
—including tropical ones—and
in turn remind people of the plea-
sure they can bring. After all, we
use only a tiniest fraction of what
is available—if one could but
obtain it.

A part of our frustration is
geographic, another economic.
Some, too0, is laziness; we are not
curious enough, we don’t ask for
some of these fine woods, or en-
courage others to do so. In a
group, we might get results.

As woods become remote and
scarce, a commonsense working
knowledge of them is harder to
come by. When and if we find a
rare tropic wood we don’t always
know how to handle it without
humidity tables and measuring
instruments and misleading ad-
vice. We have to develop a sense,
almost an instinct. It doesn’t
come easily—these dense, heavy
woods are difficult to get along
with. They often have a fascina-
tion of their own; weight, color,
texture are strange and elusive to
us. But along with the attraction



come doubts: it 1s very difficult to
know where you stand in regards
to working such wood. There is
little of it available. When you
find 1t, nobody seems to really
know enough about it. Where has
it dnied, and how? Where has it
been stored, for how Jong? Is it a
porous wood like doussie which,
though it is heavy, dries fairly
well? Secupira is similar in struc-
ture; one can imagine the air will
creep in among those coarse
fibers, too: but no—secupira will
crack apart in the same storage
where doussie survives.

You find something promis-~
ing. Having been told it is
“dry,” you take it from a ware-
house in Brooklyn or San Fran-
cisco or New Orleans and bring
it to your shop. Even when you
know that “dry” can mean differ-
ent things to different people, the
terptation to get at the wood 1s
almost irresistible. So you bring
it in. And after a few days you
hear a pl-i-ing as it starts to crack.
A sound that echoes in the pit of
your stomach, it is a desperate
feeling to hear and see those
cracks develop. You move the
wood to cooler and more humid
air, wondering: for how long?
What’s with this tropical wood,
anyway, was it thar wet?

I found a pile of old stock in a
yard not far from Stockholm in
1963, when the last of the wood
once kept for the old-fashioned
kind of cabinetmaker was nearly
gone, as was the need to carry any
more such wood: the yard was
being cleaned up and re-equipped
to meet new times. There were
these grimy planks, some of them
thirty years and more old, and the
gnarled little foreman grinned,

Three-inch plank of tropic hardwood.
Kiln dried. then stored in the work-
shop for four years. When a length
was removed, the wood checked at
the opened ends.

Tropicalyood, kiln dried—typical
short, deep checks follow grain swirls
and “local™ strains.
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pleased, when I showed my in-
terest. No, he did not know off-
hand all the kinds of wood they
had thrown in the corner; there
was some afromosia and ubata
teak and karri-wood and . . .
those two big planks? Probably
incensio. Incensio? 1 asked.
Yeah. African, he said. We
chipped off a piece, it split easily,
and he sniffed the grayish orange
wood and handed it to me. Yeah,
that’s it—incensio. The word
sounded of smell. And sure
enough the wood gave off an odd,
pungent aroma I was supposed to
recognize. Ye-es, | nodded, trying
not to reveal my ignorance.
Though neither 1 nor you will
find the name incensio in a list of
woods, here it was, with its
strange smell and local name
which is perhaps used in some
remote jungle place. But I would
not find it here again. After these
planks, we wouldn’t even know
how to ask for such wood; where
to ask, or whom.

A name, a smell, a rich color.
The planks were over three inches
thick, fifteen inches or so wide,
maybe twenty feet long, and un-
believably heavy; I could not
even budge, let alone lift one end.

We agreed on a clearing-out
price; a guess on their part since
they had no record of purchase or
source, and nobody could re-
member what the wood origi-
nally cost. It didn’t really matter:
[ wanted this incensio and I am a
fool when it comes to wood. If 1
find something I want, I have to
have it, cost what it may. If the
wood is fine, its cost as a ma-
terial is not so important to me
as what to do with it. In other
words, with fine wood 1 am en-
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couraged to do good work—and
if the work is good someone will
pay a fair price for it, and every-
thing will balance without any-
one being hurt. (If a piece that is
otherwise fine has a section full
of faults, I often saw this off and
leave it at the yard to be given
away. My shop is so small I have
no room for any wood that I
cannot use.)

The foreman cross-cut the two
incensio pieces so I could at least
move them around and into my
shop. A week or so went by, and
then this wood started to crack. I
had treated the ends and a bit in
from these, put the wood in the
coolest part of the shop, on the
floor. Nothing helped; the wood
kept cracking. I am used to
tropical wood checking a little as
it dries—small short checks at the
ends and even on the surfaces,
but not deep, and with the wood
settling down after this, causing
no more trouble. Mostly it is like
that.

My incensio, however, did not
check—it split! Twang! Long,
mean cracks that appeared al-
most over night, and kept grow-
ing. Of course I moved the wood
outside. I let it rest for a year
under the porch, brought it in—
and it kept on popping. It had
already been “drying” for twenty
years or so, what was one year
more or less?

I did the only thing left todo—
I sawed the four big pieces into
smaller thickness and widths (it
took some doing) to be used one
day for smallish things—if the
wood did not fall apart. Cut in
small dimensions, it sort of gave
up the fight, and relaxed. I made
a jewelry box or two of it, a small

table, some drawers in cabinets
of other woods.

Some of these tropical woods
are so terribly dense that the air
simply does not get inside fast
enough or-evenly enough for the
wood to dry without checking
badly. “Ordinary” wood, even
our more common hardwoods,
that have been seasoned for a
year or two are ready to be
brought indoors for final drying.
Not so these densest of tropical
woods. Even if they were once
kiln dried and then stored some-
where waiting for an odd buyer,
when we do find them they are
apt to be neither dry nor wet, but
at a stage I'd call simply unready.
They are too dense, too slow, too
full of interwinding fibers and
local tensions to stand the
change from usual commercial
storage to the climate of a
cabinetmaker’s workshop. Take
it slower, allow for intermediate
stages, a half-dry place, and
then drier. Yes, [ know. But Azow-
ever you handle this wood, it is
desperately slow drying. Whether
it is lignum vitae, ebony, box,
lemon, or tulip, you have to be
patient with it. And in order to
be patient enough—which is
very, very patient—you no doubt
have to believe in the wood you
find, and want, and get.

It isn’t worth the bother? Why
tell about so much grief? I some-
times wonder. Then [ go through
some of the wood I have had for
years now, uncover the light and
the dark secupira and in a far
corner, the rippling yellow
perobinha crespa sent to me from
Brazil, a few precious leftovers of
spalted boxwood from a small
yard by a muddycanalin London



—and I say to myself: There it is.
There’s what 1 could save. And
it is worth all the effort!

I understand those who do not
agree. Though when they go so
far as to dismiss tropical woods
(as some do) I protest: to me this
is not only a prejudice smacking
of ignorance, but also a sad
limitation. It is comparable to
saying that a textile artist should
be content with working in
cotton or wool or nylon—when
we know there are so many other
interesting materials: sisal, jute,
Thai silk. The difference be-
tween hornbeam and English
brown oak is comparable to that

between jute and Thai silk. One
1s richly coarse, and the other is
most exquisitely silky. You
don’t think in the same way about
the jute as you do about silk; you
don’t make the same sort of dress
or coat or blouse out of the one as
of the other. The way you envi-
sion a garment, how you then cut
and sew it, will depend on what
you know and feel about the ma-
terial. And this is what you
gradually develop as you get
acquainted with various woods.
It isn’t the name of a wood. It 1s
not even the hardness or the
weight or the smell or the color.
It’s the sum total of all the

qualities it contains that gets to
you and stays with you, sets you
thinking in a particular way,
feeling rich and impatient, eager
to start working with that piece
of that particular wood. I know
very well this is an unrealistic
and luxurious feeling. 1 know,
too, that there is an infinite
variety of temperate and north-
ern woods that are thrilling—and
that behave in a more civilized
manner. And still I persist; ex-
pose myself to the search, the
struggle, and the expense—and
the reward—of these odd and un-
predictable exotic woods. They
stir me, [ can’t help it.

“Jute and silk™: shavings of English
brown oak (left) and hornbeam (right.)
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What is “exotic”? Why is
cocobolo more exotic than a
piece of birds’ eye maple with a
cut that reveals the wonderful
greenish heart and the mauve
tones with tiny birds’ eyes scat-
tered through these like stars in
an evening sky? Or lovely south-
ern pecanwood with its firm
knots, and the fragrance linger-
ing around it? These are exotic to
some of us—not in the sense of
location, much less of local
patriotism, but by the measure
of actual experience. These are
rich woods. I enjoy them, too—in
case you suspect I am a tropical
wood bug.

Then there are pure curiosities
which we share—sometimes
boastfully—or even exploit. A
table with its leaf of rare wood,
impressively polished, the edge
rough as the cuts were made,
with the bark still on or merely
peeled off—such a table, on a
stand that’s half Danish, half
you-name-it, will get by. More: it
will sell for good money.

If we use spalted maple it will
catch an eager eye, too. And
rightly so: certainly some of the
softer, we might say “tame”
woods are as exciting or even
more exciting than their wild
Asian or African cousins. With
our curiosity and energy we can
find bits of these lovely woods
almost forgotten in small yards.
Maybe we know of a mill out in
the sticks somewhere with one or
two men sawing local wood for
whoever wants it, sawing Sorts
that are not typical cabinet-
makers’ woods, and yet some-
times running into something
truly beautiful which they put
aside “just in case,” because they
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too feel for it. Then you come
along. They sense your sincere
interest, and nice things happen.

Such surprises occur, too, in
the most common of lumber-
yards; to exclude these places as
a source of fine wood is to be
unfair not so much to the yard as
to the craftsman. Among stacks
and stacks of wood that some of
us would not even consider using
are a few precious planks which
nobody has cared about, or even
knows are there. Until we find
them, and coax someone into
picking them out of the pile for
us. And then we take them home.
They aren’t many, these finds,
but they help to keep us going, we
can make small, special things of
them—until we find something
better.

Much of this depends upon
chance, and personal relation-
ships. Some of us enthusiasts are
moody people. Still: we do make
friends. I believe there is an af-
finity among those who care
about wood that helps things
along.

From the start, try to build up
a “play” between the wood and
what you want to make. Weave
together the things you wish todo
with what the wood seems to call
for. You have an idea, you’ve
thought it through, even if there
is only a rough sketch as yet.
(With me there may not even be
a sketch—just the wood and an
idea, in that order.) Think about
the relationship of the various
qualities of the wood to the
operations involved, and the
meaning of the work. Will it be
hand-cut shapes and surfaces,
subtle details—or mostly ma-
chined, sanded, a matter of con-

fidently predetermined propor-
tions? Measure this in the light
of your idea, the mood of it.
Think again, and include an
ideal, a guess, a wish.

If this way of going about
things is right for you, it will
emerge. One day it will be there,
as a sort of natural condition;
something you feel rather than
think about. Well, both, really—
though the feeling should be
there first. You do a thing a cer-
tain way; it feels right—and after-
wards you conclude that it is
right, it’s good.

I am not exactly talking about
“design.” This word comes up,
and I must admit I do not like the
word! Probably I associate it
with cleverness. With using ideas,
speculating in form and function
to entrance a gullible audience.
“Designers” draw things instead
of making them, I feel. When
people say that my work is an
example of design (good design,
they hasten to add), I, vain fel-
low, smile happily, and mumble
something about “design after,
not before. . . .” But a flicker of
doubt remains. Does not “de-
sign” stand for an enforcement of
ideas upon a material? We often
choose a predictable, obedient
material to carry out our inten-
tions. Professional designers
think mostly in terms of multi-
ples, of production. But for me,
wood is not predictable, nor
obedient. ] am against anyone
presuming that wood obeys a
clever idea. Wood is alive, and
not always obedient. But if design
is what some of us craftsmen feel
and do, and also what most de-
signers think out—then let it
be so.



Wood is not just color: ma-
hogany is reddish, oak is brown,
maple is yellowish, and so on.
Wood is color and shadings and
lines—in all sorts of nuances.
These subtleties come and go,
and if we are not interested
enough, they evade us. Wood
does not possess the qualities of
hardness or softness by them-
selves: wood 1s also resilience
and suppleness and brittleness—
to be experienced in relation to
joints, shapes, surfaces, and
edges. These qualities are not
only seen, but also actually felt,
since much of our best experience
of wood is through our fingertips.
I notice that many woodworkers
tend to leave hard edges in the
pieces they produce: some of
these remind us of television sets
rather than friendly furniture.
Because wood, being a material
for our hands as well as eyes,
wants to be formed into definite
and yet pleasant shapesand edges
and corners.

Wood grain is not merely lines,
but also layers, which can be with
us or against us as we work. This
I8 a generalization, because
within those lines which we think
tell us how the grain runs there
are fibers whose direction it is
much more difficult to predict.
These fibers, like fur on a cat, are
only friendly in one direction.

Ordinarily, running a piece
over a jointer will tell us which
way most of the grain goes; even
in rowed wood one direction is
often better than the other. More
often than not our pieces are less
than a flitch-cut width, and do
not include both outsides of the
log. However, if we do have such

a wide “straight across” plank we
should be extra careful: the grain
may be different at the two out-
side edges. This is because trees
often twist as they grow, respond-
ing mysteriously to the sun and
the wind and the seasons. Make
trial cuts with a plane or knife
before machining such pieces.
Unless you are very careful in
working it, wood with uneven
grain will cause trouble: you are
apt to raise the grain somewhere.
To correct this, you will have to
make an extra cut or two on the
jointer or planer—and there go
some of your intended dimen-
sions. So again: allow for sur-
prises, the unpredictable is there
among those nice pieces of wood.
For a patient person with sensi-
tive fingers it is often possible
to feel the direction of the surface
fuzz, or fiber-ends—provided
the wood is not rowed. Also the
practiced eye can detect this “fur”

when the light is good and the
wood has been cleaned on a
jointer.

This is a good time to mention
a simple detail, ridiculously
simple, really, and yet over-
looked as such details are apt to
be: namely, how to keep track of
the grain in any number or se-
quence of pieces coming from the
same plank. We make a sloping
mark right through the whole
edge of the plank— the slope be-
ing back “with the fur” (grain) in
relation to the first part you sur-
faced. Do this on both edges of
the plank, since sooner or later
you will work other parts, and if
you have marked only one side, it
may be among the ones you
plane. Then you’ll wonder which
way to machine a re-sawn piece,
and if you are not lucky you
might turn it the wrong way.
None of us is lucky all the time.

Direction of grain marked on a succes-
sion of pieces to be machined.
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Grain is full of meaning. It is
not simply a direction in which
you can plane easily or work
easily versus another direction
which will raise the wood and
cause roughness. Grain Is a part
of the graphics of wood; it 1s how
we use grain with its tensions

The “hard” and “soft” effects of the
same wood resawn and book-matched
in two ways. Applewood.
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and countertensions that gives
meaning to shapes and creates
shapes within shapes. You may
make a rectangular object which
appears almost oval because of
the way you have turned the
pieces and used the grain of the
wood; intentionally you give the

rectangular shape a soft and
friendly appearance. Whereas if
you turn the pieces of wood the
opposite way, this same rec-
tangle will seem to have exag-
gerated, sharp corners that are
quite repellent to the eye. Simi-
larly there are subtleties of color



in wood and strange shadings
that can make a flat surface seem
illusively convex or concave.
Shifts of color can give depth to
the simplest surface; remember
that a convex form, if it is lighter
in the middle, will be accen-
tuated, whereas a concaveformis

Top and bottom pieces of frames
selected with intention, but not enough
care.

at 1ts best when the wood is
chosen so there 1s a darker shad-
ing 1n the middle. These are the
ABCs of graphics, and yet,
among cabinetmakers and other
woodworkers these rules are
neglected, often because too

much attention is fixed on orig-

Carelessness—and disharmony.

mality of idea and form. Orig-
inality can easily become an end
in itself, a limitation: the trees
between us and the forest, de-
priving us of some of the adven-
ture of working with wood.

An intended “oval” effect carried
through.

With the same pieces as in the “oval”
frame: an effect of sharp corners and
“outward” sweeps.

Here the grain creates an effect of in-
ward slope, and a “drooping.” This
might prove an asset with inward
sloping doors.

Grain set this way works well with
doors set at a slight outward angle,
Or “V"’
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Within any basic form and
many a good idea there is also a
quiet richness—if you just turn
to the wood for it. This is why,
as you become more familiar
with wood, all these aspects take
on new meaning. You feel richer
as you go along. You are not
just a cabinetmaker or a wood-
worker like all the rest. You are
an artist—there are all these
things you can express with
your material.

Cabinet of English brown oak. Pattern
of top piece resulted in a uniquely
interesting relationship to doors. This
was at first a guess—and then luck.
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The ability to use grain pattern
effectively is one of the qualities
distinguishing a fine chair maker
from an ordinary one. The way
he selects the wood for legs, arm-
rests, and back pieces is then an
art. He knows what will happen
when you saw a curve from wood
with the growth rings in a cer-
tain direction. As we saw a shape
we can intentionally use the grain
pattern to accentuate it.

In the case of table or chair
legs and also armrests, it is best
to have the rings on a diagonal.
If the grain is flat—that is to say
parallel to two sides of a leg—
then between these two surfaces

and the other two (where the
grain is vertical) there will be a
great difference of pattern. Such
legs may be pleasing when seen
from one side—but when do we
see them only that way? We see
the adjoining side also—and in
this case it is very disturbing,
with the flat grain in coarse,
incoherent patterns.

With armrests and backs—in
fact, with most parts of a chair—
we can use the grain to add
meaning to a shape. This takes
some thinking, and at an early
stage, too—when we have the
plank before us and are laying
out the various parts of our chair.
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It also reminds us that it is an
advantage to have wood flitch-
cut, since in any log there are
several outside or away-from-
center cuts where the grain is at
angles such as those we’d like
now—if we can only figure out
how to lay the pattern.

A way to orient yourself
if you become confused and
cannot quite visualize how the
grain relates to the shape you
want 1s to practice this with
scraps of wood which you saw

Observing the direction of grain
(annual rings) and applying it to a
desired shape.

to similar shapes. Make pencil
lines corresponding to the grain,
and “see where they go,” so to
speak. In time this will become a
habit. Or almost a habit: being
iIn a hurry, anyone can get
confused.

One of the simplest ways to
observe the reactions of grain to
various forms is to make wooden
bowls. If you cut into the wood
from the side where the grain is
on an upward arc, you obtain a
series of oval rings or an oval
pattern. Cutting from the other

side you would achieve the op-
posite: a curved “hourglass”
pattern. Other combinations,
with the grain at various slopes
to the surface, will only give you
lopsided variations of the basic
patterns.

This, 1 am afraid, is begin-
ning to sound like engineering.
It’s like saying: The message of a
good bowl is the sum of the
shape and its relationship to the
wood pattern.

But is that all?

I know a woodcarver who
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makes bowls and little boxes out
of burls. He gets burls, mostly
birch, and dries them very care-
fully. “They are so fragile,” he
says, protecting them like a bas-

ket of fruit from severe changes

in temperature or humidity.
Then he does this carving, mak-
ing large or small bowls, de-
pending on what he can get out
of each precious burl. He is a
truly skilled carver, and the way
he cuts that curled and twisted
wood 1s fantastic. So are the
brown-speckled lacy patterns.
And the finish! He has a work-
shop full of these bowls, boxes,
small trays for cheese, and the
like. He doesn’t want to part
with them. He is a teacher; he
does not have to sell his wood-
work for his living—except, as
he explains, to some nice person
who appreciates it. Perhaps one
day he will have a modest show-
ing of his work; he 1sn’t sure.

I wonder if people notice that
with all the technical skill, love,
and care put into them, many of
his bowls still lack something?
They are not all of them alive.

It 1s sad, almost tragic.

Somehow the bowls are too
perfect, or perhaps it would be
more accurate to say they are too
rigid. Something—an uneven-
ness of line, a touch of the unpre-
dictable—i1s lacking. 1 cannot
articulate it: its just that for me
something is missing.

Maybe if the wood had been
not quite so dry, and had warped
a trifle. Ah, but then it might
have cracked. What if my friend
had been more relaxed when he
carved those shapes, so that his
intuition could play its part in
the work?
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Even if you are the kind of
craftsman who does rather
modest work, who is not bril-
liant in 1deas and techniques,
but who works patiently and
well, you will use various sub-
tleties of wood. Perhaps you’ll
use them best, most intuitively,
just because you are that patient
and cautious type of craftsman.
Some subtleties are lost or
wasted on wild and wooly shapes
where soft shadings and fine
details are not so important
as form. Whereas with more
subdued shapes those nuances—
what 1 would call a sculptor’s
touch—become a part of the ex-
pression. Small objects, finely
weighed, with pattern in pat-
terns—done by someone with a
light touch for whom that par-
ticular wood is precious.

It is a pity when the public—
and others who judge work in
wood—are not enough aware of
how much it takes on the part
of the craftsman to give us ob-
jects that are simple, refined—
and interesting as well. Because
of ignorance, as well as prejudice,
we exclude so much.

We need to see better. To see—
in the way that Yanagi meant,
which is to sense and notice (in
that order) even before we know.
That seemingly odd bevel, that
uneven curvature of line, the
surface flat yet somehow alive—
these we see only when we have
first sensed the meaning of their
conversation.

The craftsman works, looking
and looking again, from one
revelation to another—often by
way of mistakes, listening to the
material, coming upon unex-
pected signals. Good things and

bad things: knots that should
not be where they are, fascinating
colors that appear as if out of
nowhere. It takes effort. But it
gives something more in return.

Some wood shows from the
beginning that it is bowed and
twisted, sprung—some does not.
Wide-open cracks can indicate
hidden tensions; a plank from
the outside of a crooked log is
apt to spring, too. Elm and oak
are bad in this respect: many of
the tropical woods with their
rowed fibers and wavy grain
are even worse—if that 1s a
consolation.

If we do not discover it earlier,
this tension reveals itself as we
saw the wood: one half of a piece
may bow crazily while the other
half remains straight. And you
wonder: what will the next cut
be like? Wood that springs like
this 1s mean; do not rely on it!
If used in large sections, it will
continue to make trouble. So
if you have other stock, use it.
But if you must use a sprung
plank, make allowances for fur-
ther spring when you re-saw
and machine it.

Warpage is another problem.
Hardly any plank is really
straight when dried. Whether
it is in the kiln or in the open
air or protected in your work-
shop, nearly all wood warps,
some more, some less. Besides
guessing and hoping, you should
observe, and learn as much as
possible about your wood: where
it came from, how it was dried,
the way the grain is—notice
everything you can about it.
Relate this to what you know
about how wood reacts to mois-
ture and to drying.



The strains and stresses of
warpage have been described
as a series of rubber bands
stretched along consecutively
wider arcs from a common
center—like the annual rings in
a section of a tree. It follows
from this that the bands on the
longer arcs (at the outside of the
tree} are subject to greater
stretching than those 1in the
shorter arcs. I am talking of a
section, which corresponds to a
plank, because we most often
encounter wood that way: in a
log these bands would be con-
centric circles—and the strains
would therefore be proportion-
ately greater. This is why a log
left to dry whole cracks so much
more than one that is halved,

or quartered. : 4
Flc"lh le is then that the | side of log. Note spring, or bend,
€ rule 1s then that the Ionger iy, is result of pent-up tensions in

the annual rings in a plank, pe ree itself. However dried, such
the more pull they have. The wood is apt to misbehave.
inherent tendency of wood sawn
and then dried—by whatever
method—is to warp towards
the longer rings, the outside of
the log. When you see a table-
leaf that is wavy, or is warped
in one sweep, remember this, and
notice how the pieces were put
together.

When you make a first cut in
two- or three-inch-thick wood,
watch carefully how the outside
piece behaves. Usually it will
spring, or begin to warp, during
the cut or soon after. This first
reaction will tell you whether
the plank is driest inside (as
when kiln-dried and then stored e & i
in damp air) or, as is more often s S
the case, on the outside (air-dried
wood). '

Oak pieces sawn slash-grain at out-

Flitch-cut log of beechwood. The
tendency to warp during the initial
drying is towards the outside of the
tree and its longer rings.
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Part of what happens when
you work with wood is foresee-
able; a lot is not. That 1s why
being stingy with wood can be
disastrous. By playing it too close
and re-sawing very nearly to the
dimensions you finally will need,
you may waste wood rather than
saving it. If you allow only 1/16
inch on a six- or eight-inch-wide
cut, and then the wood warps 1/8
inch, you will not be able to keep
the dimensions you wanted. And
/16 inch in a piece an inch or
less thick makes a big difference:
you can both see and feel it.

Therefore, allow for warpage.
How much? Well, I should say
that with what we can call “ac-
ceptably” dry wood-—that is,
wood you have bought and then
aired and finally dried a while
in your shop—you should allow
almost 1/8 inch on a seven- or
eight-inch-wide cut resulting in
a piece 3/4 inch thick or less.

I am guessing. And you will be
guessing. Which is why you
should play it safe.

As you investigate your wood,
remember it is seldom just what
it appears to be! Color comes and
goes, grain changes direction in
different parts of a plank for
mysterious reasons, knots play
strange tricks, sometimes ap-
pearing almost out of nowhere,
or, when you imagine they must
go deep in the wood—they are in
reality only on the surface, and
quickly fade. There may be hid-
den pitch-pockets in the wood,
and those ghastly honeycombs
which improper kiln-drying can
cause. Often cracks extend far-
ther, and go deeper, than you’ve
guessed.
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Do 1 sound discouraging? I
hope not. The truth is, I have
had almost as many sorrows
with wood as joys. And I'd like
to spare you some of the sorrows

because I do not believe those
who say that one has to make all
the mistakes in the book in order
to learn. For me, the more you
care, the nicer the things you’d

Kiln-dried brown oak (three-inch
plank here re-sawn) showing honey-
combs.




like to make, the sadder it is to
find—often too late—that you
have simply misjudged your
wood.

So be curious. Observe how
the wood has been sawn; from
what part of a log the plank or
planks have come, whether or
not the log was straight. Cut
away the cracked end in order
to better see how the annual
rings go, and how the heart
color— if there is one—seems to
behave: whether it increases
farther inside the plank or is
present on one side or edge only.

This will be a first look; to
feel more sure, you’ll want to
look again. “Worry” the wood.
Give it no peace. Imagine the

various parts of a plank, or
planks, as parts of the thing you
are going to make; and in your
imagination play with all the
possibilities. Try to fancy how
the light or the dark in a plank
would look in different parts of
the piece you want to do; if there
are frames to be made, panels,
cabinet sides—think of the grain
and colors, consider the shapes
and proportions you’d like, and
choose your wood accordingly.
With cabinet sides or parts of
a panel, remember to allow a
bit on the width at first, because
as you look at the outside of the
plank and the grain you are only
guessing. When re-sawn, the
insides may no longer quite cor-

respond to your intention. By
allowing extra on the width you
are not wasteful; rather, you
are giving yourself the chance
to correct deviations by laying
out the pieces a little bit askew—
to one side or the other length-
wide—for your final cut.

Even with years of experience,
one must concentrate when saw-
ing the wood to size, since be-
tween hope and result there lies a
line called attention.

You casually cross-cut a
twelve-foot plank in two—it’s apt
to be six-foot halves. What are
you going to do tomorrow, when
you get a seven-foot idea?

Cross-cutting should always be
preceded by careful thought.

e 12}
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It pays, when there is some-
thing of particular importance
to be got out—such as frames
for a pair of doors—frames that
will determine the character of
those doors and vitally affect a
whole cabinet—to insure your-
self against mishap by allowing
for some extra pieces of wood.
So, if you spoil one piece of a
frame (easy to do when making
joints!) that is going to balance
its counterpart, you can replace
it with an almost identical piece,
one with the same balance of
grain. Those doors are tremen-
dously important for your idea.
The success or failure of the
cabinet depends upon keeping
that idea alive. If you have no
replacement and continue to
make the cabinet you will be-
come discouraged, and that will
show in the piece. Afterwards,
you might say, “It’s a fair cabinet,
but the doors could be better.”
This shows you are making de-
mands on yourself, yes. But being
aware of these demands earlier
1s more satisfying.

Of course, 1t does happen that
unexpected things in the wood
lead us to impulses and changes
that result in a piece being even
better than we hoped it would be:
that i1s one of the rare adven-
tures—and final satisfactions.

But 1t still pays to be cautious,
not to play Russian roulette with
your wood.

Caution is a presence for some
of us who do this kind of work.
My work has been called precise.
Mere precision is often akin to
engineering. Accurate machin-
ing, professional skill—with the
attitude it requires. And that is
not my way. If I'm precise—as 1
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can be—it is because I’'m making
something of which precision
is a part. But only a part; there
has to be something far more
important. That I don’t want to
lose among accurate details. So
I work neatly, almost gingerly
at times, afraid to spoil a single
detail of something I believe will
be nice as a whole. In this case
accuracy has not led to stiffness.

When you are on a track that is
good and moving along, towards
something you think will have
delicacy, maybe grace, interest-
ing proportions, and nice lines—
if you’re on to that you don’t
want to have to make any ex-
cuses, ever. No saying: The lines
are fine, it looks all right from
here, but next time I’ll get the
drawers to work more smoothly.

If P'm precise it is because I
am trying to be consistent. To
coax myself all the way, and
no excuses. | am cautious almost
to the point of paralysis. Afraid
to spoil something, and get off
the track. Oh, I am afraid: when
I have the most wonderful wood,
[ flutter between delight and
terror. Yet, I do go on, wanting
that wholeness where nothing
lets you down. Where your—and
someone else’s—impression will
be without reservations.

People sometimes wonder at
my patience. Truth is, I'm not a
patient person. I’'m an enthusiast.
And when I get far enough into
work 1 believe in, then time
simply changes gears. It’s that
simple. 1t has to be—or you're
walking a tightrope.

Patience? Think of oriental
lacquer work. That is patience.
As a way of life.

It is easy to say that we should
know enough about wood to
experience it as a whole, with
all 1its properties of hardness
or softness, of texture, color,
and all the rest. We try to do so.
And yet, I must admit that what
tickles my woody fantasy most
1s color.

Color in wood 1is endlessly
varied. Think of all the sorts of
wood available to us and the
scale of colors they represent;
then imagine the range within
each kind of wood from tree to
tree—and finally consider some,
only some, of the woods not
quite accessible to us: then you
begin to realize why wood is per-
haps the richest of all crafts-
men’s materials. It’s rich on the
basis of color alone—even be-
fore we add its other physical
properties.

Simply put, color i1s either di-
rectly related to the grain, which
it follows-—or it has a water-
color effect, independent of the
grain lines, shifting suggestively
through the log and having only
a general direction, or no direc-
tion at all. When it follows the
grain, color 1s often darker in
the heartwood, shifting to lighter
in the sap, and in the shift are the
most interesting parts of the
wood. In some tropical woods
there is a different relationship;
with Andaman padouk, Indian
laurel, and even doussie, for
example, there is often an area
of richer-colored wood quite
far out towards the bark, while
the heartwood can be a lighter,
less pleasing shade.

Supposing you have dis-
covered color that is very In-
teresting and want to use it in




a certain way: as the leaf of a
table, the panels or sides for a
cabinet, any important surface.
Study that color pattern—one
side and then the other of the
plank—compare them, notice
whether the grain tapers towards
one end of the plank, and
whether or not it slopes. Maybe
the log was crooked, and there is
a lessening of pattern in the
middle area, with an increase
towards the ends of the plank.
Or just the opposite; only the
middle part is exciting. Consider
what might happen within the
plank or planks: very often the
patterns we finally obtain are
not obvious on the surfaces, but
there inside the wood. And we
have several cuts to make.

So observe all these comings
and goings, develop a guessing
game with them. Keep in mind
that if the growth rings are flat
or nearly flat with the surfaces,
the color patterns usually change
rapidly as you go beneath these
surfaces. Conversely, if the rings
are vertical, at or near right
angles to the main surfaces and
fairly parallel to these (no great
rise or dip )—then any particular
color going through the wood
will be more predictable, its pat-
terns and areas more alike on
both sides of the plank.

Applewood. Twist results in grain
direction being different along the
two outer edges of a flitch, with grain
along the middle part fairly neutral.
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A miniature flitch-cut log (the apple-
wood) showing changes in color,
pattern, and their relationship when
placed together in different ways.
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These photographs show how grain
along the two opposite sides of a flitch
can be different because of a twist in
a log or tree. The grain at the middle,
or heart (as shown above), is often
neutral.






The watercolor effects in some
woods, such as maple, old chest-
nut, or beech, will still be happily
evasive. But even here you’ll be
able to make some use of this
rule, or, more accurately, this
fundamental observation, which
will be important in many situa-
tions, some of which 1 will dis-
cuss later.

Sometimes we come upon
planks with just a touch of color
left on one rough-sawn surface—
often, as 1 mentioned, this was a
cut near the last of the heart-
wood. In the United States and
Canada, where wood is mostly
random sawn and stored, any
plank in a pile may be touched
with color, especially since much
of this wood is slash-grained.

[f the plank is warped we have
a special problem. We notice a
lovely pattern, we see by the end-
grain that it goes a tiny bit into
the wood and then disappears.
And we like this pattern: a
greenish splash on maple, a speck
of crimson in pearwood, a wisp
of brownish smoke in a piece
of applewood. A flicker of dis-
coloration: elusive, fanciful. The
question is how to save it? What
to do with this crooked piece
of wood? If you try to machine
the patterned surface flat, you
lose the color—a quarter of an
inch, perhaps only an eighth of
an inch and it is gone.

Don’t machine that surface!
Hand-plane 1t, following the
warp; 1f possible, make careful
saw-cuts on each side of the
color (so as not to spoil its pat-
tern) right through the plank.
Then re-saw to a thickness which
1s suitable for, let us say, a single
door containing that rare pat-
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tern. An odd, fascinating door,
a bit twisted yes—but so nice!
The beginning of an unexpected
cabinet. The germ of a finished
piece in that little bit of color
which might so easily have been
lost: having saved it you are in-
volved in work which will form
itself spontaneously around that
idea. You may or may not use the
colorless rest of the plank, that’s
unimportant now. You have been
touched by the spark of colorina
piece of wood which an hour ear-
lier did not exist. Work in its
warmth. Be wasteful if need be:
in such a case it’s an enjoy-
able waste.

If it feels right, allow yourself
to be sidetracked by a single wisp
of color in a plank. This won’t
be according to the habits of
effictency and the trade and
competition—but it may be the
final justificati<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>