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In any woodworking project several 
processes are involved – typically 

sawing, joining, sanding and finishing. 
In this project however, I wanted 
to include as many woodworking 
processes as possible – traditional as 
well as modern technology. Also, I 
wanted to challenge the design to be 
as thin and light as possible in order 
to use the wood to its full potential.

I had to build a steam bender, two 
moulds and several jigs. I used 3D 
printing, CAD drawing and sketching 
to reach the final result – a woven chair.

Dynamic design
The design process is as complicated 
and important as the making 
itself. I rarely doodle down a chair 
on a napkin, model it in 3D and 
follow the drawings. Instead, it’s a 
dynamic process that moves between 
sketching, detail models, ergonomic 
rigs, mock-ups, CAD modelling, 3D 
printing, back to sketching, and so 
on. As an example, for this chair I 
followed the ergonomics of similar 
chairs I had done in the past, yet 
still I had to adjust the angles and 
proportions a few times to get the 
ergonomics spot-on.

In the making, you also discover 
the ‘mistakes’ the design may have, 
and you may have to go back to the 
drawing board to make it suit your 
machines (or your own limitations as 
a woodworker).

Lots of decisions will be made for 
you as well. This particular chair was 
part of a family of furniture with a 
related design. When I worked on 
the stool and bench I had sleepless 
nights about what leg profile to use, 
but when I got to the chair I realised 
the only profile that worked was the 
round one – job done.

Another fun fact was that I initially 
had a traditional stacking frame with 

an offset rear leg. But while playing 
around with some 3D printed models 
I found it stacked in a rotating 
manner – something I would never 
have understood on paper.

All around views
It’s all about proportions. Getting 
the proportions right is so important 
for achieving an object which is nice 
to look at from all angles. A side 
view is not the way to do this, but for 
the purpose of this article I’ll try to 
explain it with one. In my opinion, 
the thinner the legs, the better the 
chair looked (fig.1). On the other 
hand I liked the untraditional high 
seat frame, which also added enough 
stability to avoid the traditional cross-
bars underneath.

Another thing I worked a lot on were 
the angles in this side view. Some 
are obviously defined by ergonomics, 
others are purely visual where I found 
the 90° between front leg and seat 
frame was the neatest at avoiding 
having angles all over the shop. Again, 
this is not something you evaluate 
in a pure side view; but something 
you see in 3D after mocking the first 
prototype together.

Details that matter
Another (not so) fun fact: I like to 
keep things minimal, and make sure 
all details are there for a ‘reason’, 
so initially I made the slats on seat 
and back the same width. On paper, 
in CAD and even with 3D printed 
models, this looked correct, but when 
I finally got to the 1:1 model I realised 
it was wrong.

The woven slats are 3.5mm thick and 
the backrest is 8mm – both with fully 
rounded edges. Even though they 
were the same width, the backrest 
looked narrower than the woven 
slats, so I ended up making the ‘flat’ 
surface the same width, effectively 
making the backrest wider.
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Processes plus
Now, onto the making. As I said in the 
beginning – this was really a challenge 
to myself to incorporate as many 
processes as possible. In my article in 
AWR#107, I described the complexity 
of the woven bench, and this chair is 
pretty similar – only worse!

Make a steam box
The rear leg is steambent, so first 
up – make a steam bender! It’s pretty 
easy – you can use a PVC drainpipe, 
metal chimney, or as I did, build one 
in wood. I used plywood off-cuts (I 
always keep those narrow leftover 
strips, and they finally became useful).

Stick a hinged door in one end and 
seal the gap with self-adhesive foam. 
I used some pulling clasps to make 
a tight fit, and added a few wooden 
dowels inside for resting the wood 
on. Mine was 1200 x 200 x 200mm, 
but any size will do – I would suggest 
making it as small as possible as you 
will need less steam. I used my storm 

kettle to create the steam, but it’s a 
nightmare to use as you have to refill 
the water and keep the fire going 
– I guess that’s why it’s meant for 
boiling water! You can buy dedicated 
steamers which are great but 
expensive, but I actually just bought a 
wallpaper steamer for about $80 that 
does the job.

Make a mould
Make your mould oversized! With 
steam bending it’s impossible to 
calculate the spring-back. It’s pretty 
much trial and error, and for this 
reason make the mould oversized so 
you have enough material to change 
the angles until you get it spot-on. I 
did a double-sided mould so I could 
clamp and dry two legs at a time. I 
shaped the legs round before bending, 
but you can also bend square stock 
and machine it afterwards – this way 
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I could make several metres of round 
leg stock and cut to length. I guess it’s 
also easier bending less material.

Researching the web suggests 
steaming one hour per inch of 
material, and leaving it to dry in 
the mould for double that. I ended 
up steaming for two hours (for one 
inch legs) and leaving them to dry 
overnight to avoid too much spring-
back. For better support I made half 
round grooves in the mould. As your 
clamps will leave marks in the wood, 
I made matching rails with the same 
groove to support the wood.

Make the slats
Preparing all the woven slats is a 
lot of work, to say the least. At only 
3.5mm I had to make a small insert 
for my thicknesser. After a few 
horrible kickbacks, you get better at 

reading the grain pattern – cutting 
against the grains is like stroking a 
dog from tail to head. Each slat has a 
fully rounded edge to fit the grooves 
in the seat frame.

The backrest is laminated with even 
thinner slats that are approximately 
2.7mm. As it’s only three layers I 
expected a lot of spring-back, but 
surprisingly it was pretty stable, 
so I only adjusted the mould once. 
I made the mould from sheets of 
plywood, only 15mm wider than what 
I needed the width of the back to be. 
If you want to get really ‘industrial’ 
you could obviously make a much 
wider mould and press five or more 
backrests in one go.
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The front and back of the seat frame 
are curved to make them more 
comfortable – again this is one of 
those things that looks fine in CAD. 
But in reality this curve has to be 
much shallower than you would think. 
I had it about R1000mm in CAD, 
and ended up making it R2350mm on 
my supersized compass!

Each slot for the woven seat is cut 
with the domino machine, but you 
could cut these with a small router or 
a CNC router (like the one which I 
won in the Felder Challenge for this 
very chair – whoop!).

The seat frame has a rounded cut on 
the shoulders where it meets the leg. I 
didn’t have time to buy a round nose 
cutter in the same diameter as the 
legs, but with a bit of fine-tuning I 

managed to cut this with a radius cove 
cutter on a weird and unstable jig.

The seat frame is joined to the legs at 
a 90° angle. So, how do you ensure 
the holes are at the right angle? I 
superglued (or super sticky glued 
as my daughter calls it) these 90° 
corners to the end of each leg. This 
way I could rotate them exactly 90° 
with the table top as reference.

How to ebonise
The last technique I threw at these 
chairs was ebonising. This technique 
works on various woods – especially oak 
and woods high in tannin content. For 
those who don’t know, it’s a process that 
creates a natural reaction in the wood.

First, dissolve steel wool in vinegar 
for a couple of weeks. The wool has 
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to be clean and oil free so wash it in 
detergent (or thinners) beforehand. 
Secondly, brush it onto the untreated 
wood, sanded at no finer than 150 
grit. If it’s not dark enough you can 
brush on black tea and repeat the 
vinegar solution as many times as you 
like. Finally, I applied an oil finish to 
the surface.

Normally you would ebonise and 
apply oil after glue-up. However, as 
the woven slats overlap I had to do 
this beforehand, which was a bit of a 
challenge. I masked each end from the 
oil so the glue would be able to bond. 
For better adhesion I sliced up the 
ends for the glue to really get in there.

Stress levels
Saving the worst for the end – it’s 
time for glue-up! Most glue ups are 
pretty stressful but this glue-up is at a 
whole new level.

As the seat is woven before glue-up, 
the ends of the slats stick out in two 
directions. Forcing 16 ends into the 
dedicated slots on the seat frame is 
nearly impossible so I built a frame to 
clamp them into roughly the correct 
position. Now, doing this, as well as 
locating the 16 dominos joining the 

seat frame to the legs before the glue 
sets is a horrible experience. Make 
sure you put the kids to bed, have 
your coffee and turn off the phone 
before you start.

I tried reducing the stress by gluing 
up each side and some of the slats 
first. However this reduces the 
flexibility in the woven seat and ends 
up making the second glue-up even 
more stressful.

All this stress is released when you 
finally remove the last clamp and see 
all the joints are solid and with no 
gaps. It’s such a surprise picking up 
the chair without 12 clamps on it as 
you realise how light it is – 3.2kg to 
be exact which is pretty light for a 
solid wooden chair! Standing on the 
seat with one foot is not exactly the 
European (or Australian) standard for 
testing, but it’s still in one piece!

Photos and diagrams: Henrik Tjaerby

Danish born, Henrik Tjærby 

completed his MA in furniture 

and industrial design in 2002 

while also focusing heavily 

on traditional and modern 

woodworking techniques. He has worked as 

a designer for a number of internationally 

renowned studios in Denmark, the UK, China, 

and Japan including George Jensen, Tom 

Dixon, Fritz Hansen, Artek, Zara Home and 

Virgin Atlantic. He lives in Northern Spain 

and has a workshop on the edge of a eucalyptus 

forest. See Instagram @henriktjaerby
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The ‘river table’ has become the 
biggest woodworking trend of our 

times. Many woodworkers regard it 
as such a ‘generic’ furniture form they 
don’t appreciate its origins stem from 
the designs of US maker Greg Klassen.

Seeing the flood of lookalikes that 
appeared after he first ‘went public’ 
with his design some ten years 
ago, Greg sought to protect his 
intellectual property by trademarking 
his ‘River Tables’. The backlash of 
criticism he subsequently received 
was unexpected, and raised larger 
questions about the rights of artists 
to claim acknowledgement for 
and ownership of their designs. I 
spoke to Greg about the river table 
phenomenon and asked him how the 
concept came about, and the impact 
it’s had on his life.

Who is Greg Klassen, and how did he 
become a furniture designer maker? Were 
you always going to be a woodworker?

I am a husband and father of three 
kids – my wife Barb and I have two 
daughters, 11 and 13, and a son, 8. 
We live in the Pacific Northwest of 
the USA, where we home school our 

children from our 108-year-
old farmhouse on a small 
acreage. I opened my fine 
woodworking studio in 2008 
after studying at the College of 
the Redwoods (now called the 
Krenov School) in California 
and Capellagården School in 
Sweden. Before becoming a 
woodworker, I studied theology 
in college with plans to go 
into pastoral ministry but during my 
studies I discovered the joy of working 
with my hands and chose instead to 
follow my passion for craft.

You are famous for your River tables 
(and now also wall art and cabinets) 
that feature glass inserts that highlight 
natural edges? Is this your idea, and if 
so, what inspired this design and how did 
you develop it?

Yes the River design is mine. I was 
inspired by the rivers, lakes and 
glaciers that exist where I live in the 
Pacific Northwest. And I was also 
inspired by my introduction to live 
edge wood slabs around the time 
I opened my studio. What really 
fascinated me about live edges 
was the negative space between 

Point of 
Origin

two pieces brought together. I 
immediately felt that this space 
evoked the feeling of a river, and 
in some cases a lake, a canyon or 
waterfall, so I learned to marry the 
live edges with handcut blue glass. 
From this experimentation, the River 
concept was born. I quickly fell in love 
with the design and chose to create 
a body of work from it that included 
many types of furniture but primarily 
tables and wall-hangings. I always let 
the wood speak for itself and try to 
not force my ideas into the design.
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As you pointed out to me, the ‘river 
table’ trend has become the biggest 
woodworking trend of our generation. 
Why do you think it has ignited the 
imagination of so many others who have 
imitated it and possibly even added their 
own twists?

Live edge furniture was very popular 
before I started working with it, 
but I thinks my simple decision to 
turn the live edges inward sparked 
a whole new appreciation for live 
edge wood. With the live edges on 
the inside, I use straight edges on 
the outside as a visual frame around 
the middle. For those who may have 
been turned off by the sometimes 
rustic feel of live edges, this usage 
brought a modern refinement to the 
material. And for those with concerns 
about sitting near the sharp edges 
of a live edge tabletop, they became 
more comfortable with the textured 
surfaces that were now turned inward. 
I never could have imagined my work 
becoming this popular.

What made you trademark the River 
Table design/concept? How did people 
find out about the trademark?

I am a one-man woodworking studio 
and the sole breadwinner for my 
family. I have worked extremely hard 
to build my business from nothing. 
I started it with $15,000 in student 
loan debt, a few hand tools and a 
cheap imported bandsaw. For the first 
six years of being self-employed, my 

family lived below the poverty line 
and I worked out of a small unheated 
garage. Through perseverance, risk-
taking and a continual sharpening of 
my skills, I’ve built a studio that ships 
its work all around the world. At one 
point, I had a two-year waiting list 
and many of my customers have now 
turned into collectors.

I am still a one-man shop and my 
desire remains to quietly work with 
my hands, creating my own designs 
and to make a living for my family 
through my craft. I try to live a simple 
life and work under the assumption of 
honesty and integrity. When I put my 
work on the internet (via my website 
and social media pages), I do so to 
share it with people who appreciate 
what I do.

I have encountered many 
woodworkers who do not share the 
same idea of integrity and have taken 
my designs for themselves. I will add 
that I do not have a problem with 
a hobbyist wanting to make a ‘river 
table’ to enjoy in their home. Where 
it crosses the line is when a person 
takes another person’s design, gives 
no credit to the original artist and 
then profits from the design. This is 
dishonest and wrong.

The nature of my work is that each 
piece is one-of-a-kind and a design 
that is always changing cannot 
be copyrighted, so since I created 
and own the term ‘River Table’ I 
trademarked the name. This was the 
one small thing I could do to protect 
my original work. Because so many of 
my social media followers and others 
were imitating my work they formed 
a sort of mob when they heard that 
I had tried to protect my original 
design. Many of them coordinated a 
series of posts that were misleading 
and encouraged hate towards me.

It was a really sad, shocking 
experience to be a part of and left me 
jaded towards social media and this 
sect of the woodworking ‘community’. 
This was very hard for me and, to 
be very frank and honest with you, 
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my heart is still very hurt from this 
experience. But I keep going. Since 
then I’ve continued to expand my 
River Collection, now into over 250 
one-of-a-kind pieces. Enthusiasm for 
my work continues to grow and with 
each new piece I create, I have ideas 
for four more. I can’t wait to make the 
30-second walk to my woodshop each 
morning and keep creating.

So what do you do, when your concept 
goes viral? How can artists protect their 
IP? And is this possible in an online world 
with news and social media platforms hat 
thrive on ‘sharing’ work, often without 
credit to makers or designers?

Once you put your work on the 
internet, you can’t control what 
happens next. You can put your energy 
into fighting people who wrong you or 
you can put your energy into creating 
and sharing beautiful work. Be 
accountable for your own actions and 
show the respect to other artists that 
you hope they’ll show to you.

One more thing: artists need to be 
prepared for their success should 
it ever come. Even if you haven’t 

tasted success yet, keep working 
towards it and be ready for it. If you 
have created something new and 
noteworthy, people will want to see it, 
share it and maybe even own it.

Here’s how you can be prepared: 1) 
Have the foundation built underneath 
you. Build a beautiful website and 
have beautiful images of your work. 
Invest in really good photography.
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2) Become a student of marketing and 
learn how to get your work shared or 
published. Read marketing books, 
listen to marketing podcasts, take 
actions, experiment, try things and see 
what works. Your work is not going to 
be seen unless you make it seen.

3) Share your work as a 
collection, not just as a stand-
alone piece. A collection 
of pieces in your unique 

design language speaks much 
more loudly than a single voice. This 

doesn’t mean you hide your work from 
people until you think it’s ready (a big 
part of knowing if your design is any 
good, is to get lots of feedback). It just 
means that when you formally launch 
your collection, to have your work 
together so it can really ‘wow’ people 
and make a stronger impression.

4) Make it easy for people to purchase 
your work. It used to be that artists had 
to sell through a third party – a gallery, a 
shop, a designer, or an event – nowadays 
we all have direct access to each other. 
Build an e-commerce shop into your 
website and make it easy for people to 
buy from you once they find you.

5) Build a mailing list. To depend on 
your social media presence for success, 
is to build your house on sand. Your 
access to your fans is controlled by the 
platforms you are using and eventually 
they are going to make you pay for 
access. Instead, collect email addresses 
for direct access and build your house 
on solid ground. 

It has to be said that when a concept/
design approaches the level of ‘generic’, 
or so widely aped, it is hard for makers, 
especially younger ones to realise that 
they may be appropriating other people’s 
designs and concepts. What’s the 
responsibility of other makers here? How 
can makers guard against plagiarising 
other people’s designs?

Creating an original design is hard 
work. Developing your own artistic 
voice and making lots of original 
designs is even harder. Makers need 
to open a blank page on a sketchbook 
and start drawing. They need to stop 
pinning or bookmarking other people’s 
designs, put their phone down, sketch 
their own ideas and bring them to life. 
Many of your designs will be bad but 
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one might be good. If you’re unsure 
about a design, build a simple mock-
up from cheap materials, invite some 
friends over for feedback and talk 
about ways to improve it.

People know when they are 
appropriating another artist’s designs 
– there’s no mystery to this – if it didn’t 
come from your own brain, it’s not 
yours. Pay your dues, put in the time to 
experiment and create. Don’t take the 
easy road. It might bring you some quick 
money or likes or attention, but in the 
long run you are selling yourself short 
and robbing yourself of the satisfaction 
of creating your own success.

Your River concept has of late become 
infused with resin: what do you think of 
this trend?

I am a purist and love wood. 
Watching people pouring epoxy 
over and around wood from these 
big plastic buckets, while wearing 

chemical masks because of the toxic 
fumes they’re creating, is sad. They’re 
taking beautiful pieces of live edge 
wood and trapping them in plastic. 
There are some people who have been 
using resin before this new trend that 
I consider artists, but much of what I 
see feels lazy. And do you know what 
happens when wood is trapped and 
not allowed to ‘breathe’ and acclimate 
to changes in humidity?  It breaks 
free, and most of these resin tables 
are not going to age well.

How has the river phenomenon impacted 
on you? Are you a victim of your own 
success, or has it been a good thing 
professionally and personally? Where do 
you see yourself in 5 or 10 years?

I am not a victim but instead see 
myself as a huge success. I am blessed 
to make a living for my family doing 
what I love and am grateful for each 
day I get to create. Where will I be in 
5–10 years? I am very excited about 

what the future holds. Hopefully I’ll 
be right where I am now, with kids 
running down to my shop to say hi, 
sawdust all over my clothes and a 
smile on my face.

Greg, what’s your message to 
woodworkers who have a dream of 
turning pro? Is it worth it? What’s 
important to keep in mind?

I would share the same advice that 
was given to me by one of my favourite 
woodworking instructors: you may not 
become rich but you will have a rich 
life. Those of us who make a living 
creating beautiful objects are living the 
dream of many. Keep your needs small 
so you can do what you love. Reach 
out to those who have come before 
if you need advice. Stay true to your 
vision, take risks and don’t give up.

Learn more about Greg Klassen at  
www.gregklassen.com and Instagram  
@gregklassenfurniture.
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I t’s not easy comparing 371 
beautiful items of fine woodwork, 

all made with heartfelt intent. 
However our judges were tasked with 
choosing this year’s Overall Winner, 
along with winners and runners-up for 
the six entry categories for Maker of 
the Year 2021 presented by Carbatec. 
Their selections are presented here, 
along with the finalists. We thank our 
judging team for the consideration they 
brought to a difficult task.

The introduction of a World category 
has brought a new perspective, with 

around a fifth of entries coming from 
the UK, USA, Europe and Asia. 
This year’s entries now make up an 
extraordinary collection of work and 
stand as a testament to creativity and 
skill, perhaps in spite of the challenge 
of our times. 

A huge thanks go to our highly valued 
sponsors Carbatec, Felder Group 
Australia and Whittle Waxes! With 
their industry presence and a $20,000 
prize pool, these companies have 
laid their support on the line for the 
communities they serve. 

Most of all we thank those who chose 
to support this initiative by entering 
– we hope to present your work again 
next year. Details for Maker of the Year 
2022 will be announced in February.

Lastly, we congratulate the award 
winners and especially our Overall 
Winner 2021, William Bayliss!

See all the entries at  
www.woodreview.com.au/moty

Note: photos shown without image credits 
were taken by the maker. 

Maker of the Year 2021

FEATURE
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Why a slider?

I made the transition from a cabinet 
tablesaw to a sliding tablesaw (or 
‘slider’) and never looked back. 
Everything a conventional saw can 
do – whether contractor, hybrid, or 
cabinet saw – a slider can do. In fact, 
many cutting operations are easier, 
more accurate, and safer on a slider. 
The only drawbacks are the footprint 
size and the cost of purchase.

The advice given in this article is 
general in nature, and I cannot 
stress enough that sliders are 
complex machines. Hopefully the 
calibration process for your machine 
will consist mostly of alignment 
verifications. But if you uncover 
some serious calibration issues, you 
should involve the technical support 
representative for your make and 
model of slider.

Verification tools

Photo 1 shows the tools that I like 
to use when verifying the calibration 
of my sliding tablesaw. You may 
be surprised not to see a precision 
straightedge and feeler gauges. 
Straightedges are expensive, and the 
verification methods shared below are 
easier to employ. The tools discussed 
may be difficult to source but they 
are all available online in metric or 

Calibrating a 
Sliding Tablesaw
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imperial, hence measurements are 
given in both systems.

Before starting, make sure your saw is 
disabled (e.g. activate the emergency 
stop). In the photos the guard has 
been removed for photo clarity.

Starting from flat
The starting reference is the main cast-
iron machine table. The sliding table, 
blade, and rip fence are all aligned 
in relation to that surface. And the 
easiest way to check a milled surface 
for flat is by using a precision level.

The gold standard is the LS Starrett 
master precision level, but it is 
priced accordingly. Less expensive 
models are available but check the 
accuracy standard before purchase. 
The sensitivity of the level should be 
0.025mm per 300mm or better. I 
have a US-made Lamb Tool Works 
precision level that, at around 400mm, 
is the perfect length for checking cast-
iron tables. It is accurate to 0.001" (one 
thousandth of an inch) per foot, or 
about 0.025mm per 300mm.

If the readings of the level at the front 
and back edges of the cast-iron table 
agree, then the casting is flat and has 
no twist. Similarly, when the level is 
placed across the width of the sliding 
table itself, and the level reading is 
the same, then we know that the 
sliding table is coplanar (parallel) with 
the cast-iron table (photo 2).

Verifying the sliding table 
alignment
Adjustment procedures will differ 
according to brands and models, but 
put simply, the sliding table must 
be slightly higher than the cast-
iron table. If the slider dips below at 
any point along its movement, then 
material held or clamped onto the 
sliding table will drag on the casting.

Many saw makers aim for a calibration 
height of 0.20–0.25mm (0.008–0.010"), 
which is fine for kitchen manufacturers, 
but for fine furniture makers the 
relative height of the sliding table 
should be about 0.10mm (0.004") above 

the cast-iron table. Such a tolerance is 
important for non-through cuts, like 
grooves and trenches, sliding dovetails, 
narrow rip cuts to the right of the blade, 
and so forth.

A simple and accurate way to check 
the sliding table alignment involves 
using three dial indicators on stands 
for a dynamic verification of slider 
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behaviour through its full stroke. Each 
indicator is zeroed out on a known flat 
surface, and then carefully moved to 
indicate from the cast-iron table to the 
surface of the slider (photo 5).

Sliding table toe-out
It is also important to check the sliding 
table toe-out relative to the blade. The 
trajectory of the sliding table should drift 
away from the sawblade (fig.1). If the toe-
out is inadequate or excessive, the trailing 
edge of the sawblade will cut or burn the 
material as it passes by (photo 6).

Using a dial indicator to indicate to 
the same tooth on the blade, first at 
the front and then at the back will yield 
a relative measurement. But using a 
machinist square or a standard short 
level with machined edges to average 
out all the teeth into a flat registration 
will yield more accurate results. We can 

verify toe-out by indicating from the 
sliding table to the reference surface 
of the square/level, while moving the 
sliding table.

Outrigger table verification
An outrigger table provides a 
marvellous way of supporting large 
items for sizing. It also provides 
extensive support for crosscutting long 
stock. Here is the verification process:

1. With the outrigger support arm 
perpendicular to the slider, make sure 
the outrigger is level and coplanar 
with the sliding table. This can be 
verified using a precision level suitably 
supported across the outrigger and 
sliding table (photo 7). Adjustments 
are machine specific and involve 
changing the height of the vertical 
support arm, or the connection to the 
sliding table, or both.

slider

outrigger table

crosscut fence

blade

slider toe-out at
0.05- 0.10mm

rip fence toe-out at
0.05- 0.10mm

rip fence

machine table

Fig 1.  Top view showing toe-out (exaggerated)
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2. A dynamic verification is required to 
check that the outrigger remains level 
throughout the stroke of the sliding 
table. If it doesn’t, the support arm 
pivot point will need to be adjusted. 
The axle must be exactly perpendicular 
to the sliding table, in both axes (photo 
8). Otherwise, the outrigger will not 
remain coplanar through the slider 
stroke. Again, the adjustments are 
machine specific, but usually involve 
loosening and tightening grub screws 
that hold the axle in position.

Arbor run-out
A dial indicator and an adjustable 
indicator holder with a magnetic base 
are required to check for run-out 
(which is the rotation of the arbor in an 
eccentric manner). Position and lock 
the holder, adjust and zero out the dial 
indicator, and rotate the arbor by hand 
(photo 9). Any eccentricity should be 

0.025mm (0.001") or less – if the arbor 
is out by more than 0.025mm, you need 
to seek assistance.

Blade height and angle
Sawblades are notoriously difficult 
to check for height and angle: the 
irregularly shaped carbide teeth often 
get in the way of squares, and some 
sawblade bodies are hollow ground 
and thus not flat. Consequently, it is 
usually better to measure the results 
rather than the blades themselves.

A combination of methods first 
involves lowering the blade level with 
the cast-iron table. A piece of timber 
can be positioned over the blade slot 
and the blade adjusted until its teeth 
are barely touching the timber. Or 
the piece of timber can be swapped 
for a dial indicator (photo 10). Once 
satisfied, the height readout, whether 
analogue or digital, can be zeroed 
out. Then verify the depth of cut by 
making a groove in a piece of scrap, 
and measuring with digital calipers.

For 90° calibration, cut a piece of 
timber in half, turn over one half, and 
put the cut faces together and check 
the results. One edge of a machinist 
square or straightedge will reveal if 
the two pieces form a perfect straight 
(photo 11). For 45°, use a similar 
procedure of cutting two pieces of 
timber at 45°, and putting the cut faces 
together. This time instead of checking 
for straight, we’re checking for square 
(photo 12).

Rip fence calibration
When it comes to rip fences, the 
calibration for width comes to mind. 
But first the rip fence needs to have 
a toe-out of approximately 0.05–
0.10mm (0.002–0.004") over 250–
300mm (photos 13, 14); otherwise 
the back of the blade will drag on the 
material being ripped.

Once the correct toe-out is verified, a 
square can be used to check the face 
of the fence in relation to the cast-iron 
table, and a piece of scrap material can 
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be ripped, and the results measured with 
digital calipers for width. All adjustments 
for the rip fence are machine specific.

Riving knife set-up
A riving knife is important for safe 
work because a closing kerf on a 
rip cut is dangerous. Unlike many 
conventional saws, most sliding 
tablesaws have a riving knife that is 
adjustable for height and moves in 
line with the blade for all angled cuts.

The body of the riving knife must be 
narrower than the kerf width, but wider 
than the blade body. For example, for 
a typical blade with a 3.2mm kerf, and 
a 2.2mm blade body, a 2.8–3mm thick 
riving knife is perfect. A 4mm riving 
knife would bind in the kerf, and a 
2mm riving knife would fail to keep a 
closing kerf from binding on the blade.

It takes time to get a riving knife 
properly aligned behind the blade 
(photo 15). Raise the blade all the 
way and use a small ruler to verify the 
alignment down low (near the slider) and 
up high (at the top of the blade). While 
making adjustments, ensure the riving 
knife is in the same plane as the blade, 
and is not twisted one way or the other.

Calibration for square
The five-sided method for checking 
for square is prone to inaccuracy 
and takes too long. Using a precision 
machinist square and dial indicator 
is easier, faster, and a more accurate 
way to square crosscut fences.

With your square registered against the 
crosscut fence, position a dial indicator 

near the blade, and secure it to the 
cast-iron table. Now indicate to the 
edge of the square and move the sliding 
table. The fence will yield square cuts 
when the indicator stays the same along 
the edge of the square (photos 16, 
17). Unlike mitre gauges, the crosscut 
fence registration is usually located on 
the end of the outrigger and therefore 
capable of very accurate calibration.

Crosscut stop calibration
Sliding tablesaws come with at least 
one stop, and some have two or more. 
The first stop is best calibrated using 
digital calipers. Move the stop as 
close to the blade as possible. If the 
stop does not come within 150mm 
of the blade, use a machinist block 
(e.g. 25–50–100mm) to get closer, or 
invest in larger digital calipers.

Take a piece of scrap and cut one end 
square and then cut to length (e.g. 
140mm) using the crosscut stop (and 
block if required). Measure precisely 

with digital calipers and calibrate the 
stop using the method appropriate 
for your saw (analogue or digital) 
(photo 18).

If your machine has a second stop, first 
clamp a longer piece of scrap to the 
slider and cut to a precise length using 
the first stop (say 600mm). Then move 
the first stop out of the way without 
disturbing the clamped piece of wood 
you just cut. Finally, move the second 
stop against the end of the piece of 
wood, and calibrate to 600mm.

For telescoping stops, we may 
need to use two pieces of timber of 
known length. For my machine, the 
telescoping stop is beyond 1800mm, so 
I use two pieces of material precisely 
cut to one metre each, and then 
calibrate my final stop at two metres.
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Scoring blade adjustment
The scoring blade is a small, secondary 
blade directly in front of the main blade 
and fitted to most (but not all) sliding 
tablesaws (photo 19). Its purpose is 
to reduce or eliminate chip-out (on 
the underneath side) which often 
accompanies cutting manufactured 
materials. I also find it useful for 
cutting hardwood species prone to 
splintering. I prefer to adjust my scorer 
exactly to the width of my main blade.

Scoring blade assemblies can be one-
piece non-adjustable, or two-piece 
with various adjustment mechanisms 
for width (screw, spring, shims), and 
may come with different teeth shape 
options and blade diameters. The 
blade or blades rotate at much greater 
speeds (often in excess of 20,000rpm) 
and in the opposite direction of 
the main blade, which means they 
can unexpectedly pull the material 
forward into the main blade. Beware!

If your machine is fully motorised in 
all three axes – blade height, width, 
and lateral position – then calibrating 
involves making a series of test cuts and 
electronic adjustments until everything 
is aligned (photo 20). Otherwise, use 

digital calipers to measure the kerf 
produced by the scoring blade and 
adjust as necessary to match the main 
blade. Once that’s done, the lateral 
adjustment is by trial and error. Finally, 
set the height to approximately 2mm.

Next issue we’ll look at different 
methods of work that apply to sliders 
and especially how they compare to 
working with a conventional saw.

With thanks to David P. Best, a 
master woodworker whose expertise in 
machinery is unparalleled. Much of what 
appears here is due to his inspiration, see 
his album at flickr.com

Photos: David Luckensmeyer

David Luckensmeyer is a Brisbane 

based woodworker and furniture 

maker, see www.luckensmeyer.com.

au and Instagram @luckensmeyer
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In Praise of 
Tung Oil
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Shortly after moving from 
Tennessee to Southern California, 

I needed to resupply on my favourite 
finish. The closest store to carry it 
was an hour and a half away, but off 
I went. It was only upon arrival that 
I made a horrible discovery – some 
clean-air legislation enacted by my 
new state had removed it (and almost 
every other finish I’d ever used) from 
the shelves.

I was displeased, to say the least, and 
not just because of the wasted drive. 
However, I wound up buying a bottle of 
tung oil – sans the also recommended 
citrus solvent– and thus began an 
entirely new finishing journey.

Misconceptions
Problems with tung oil mainly arise 
from poor technique, worsened by 
what you see on the internet. Pour 
on, mop around, wait an hour or 
two and then assess whether to do 
a second coat...right? Not at all. 
If it ever cures, it won’t be pretty. 
Additional coats will compound the 
problem. No matter how gorgeous 
and ‘grain popping’ it seems at first, 
a poor tung oil job only looks good 
while it’s still wet.

Product confusion is partly to blame 
here – tung oil and ‘tung oil finish’ 
are not the same thing. In fact, if 
not specifically labelled ‘pure’ or 
‘100%’, it’s likely the supposed tung 
oil has been chemically modified or is 
altogether absent, and will therefore 
not behave as tung oil.

Why use it?
In the realm of eco- and health-friendly 
finishing, tung oil is a champ – few 
other finishes perform so well in so 
many ways. Even when set against 
synthetic finishes, in my opinion tung 
oil holds its own. This performance 
superiority arises from its unique fatty 
acid composition – uniquely high in 
alpha-eleostearic acid, and uniquely low 
in the fatty acids that make up other 
drying oils – giving it a combination of 
properties few finishes have.

It doesn’t mould, turn amber, 
or go rancid. Natural or synthetic, 
food-safe or not, most finishes face 
one or more of these issues. Most 
oil-based and synthetic finishes 
increasingly discolour as they age, 
while many pure oil finishes run the 
risk of becoming rancid before use. 
Worst of all, some finishes allow 
mould to grow where damp or wet 
conditions exist, however tung resists 
this. Even linseed oil, unless of the 
highest quality Swedish origin variety, 
faces all three problems – in my 
experience, tung oil does not.
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It’s waterproof. It may seem like all 
furniture oils and oil/wax blends are too 
(after all, oil and water don’t mix), but 
they’re not really. The thing is, drying 
oils don’t actually dry and they don’t 
remain as oil. They polymerise. There’s 
no such thing as ‘dry oil’, but there is 
‘cured’ or ‘polymerised’ oil.

In simple terms, polymerisation causes 
these oils to form irreversible bonds, 
converting them from oil to a cross-
linked solid (think of it as a microscopic 
chain-link fence). Some link tighter 
than others though, and none link 
tightly enough to stop water molecules 
from popping through – except for tung 
oil. With enough coats to fill the pores 
and scratches left in the wood, liquid 
water doesn’t get through. Tung does 
this so well it was used for centuries in 
China to waterproof the hulls of boats. 
Nowadays, you can still use tung oil on 
a boat, but it’s particularly useful on 
woodenware and outdoor furniture too.

It’s non-allergenic. Speaking of China, 
‘China nut’ or tung oil actually comes 
from the seeds of a berry. Though this 
berry of the Vernicia fordii tree outwardly 
resembles a nut, tung oil is said to be 
safe for people with nut allergies.

It’s safe. You shouldn’t drink it or 
cook with it, but it isn’t bad for the 
environment, or unhealthy for you to 
apply. It’s safe for the people using 
your woodenware, safe for the children 
chewing the edge of the table, and safe 
for the dog eating the legs of the bed. 
And while I’m thinking of those awful 
scratches in that beautiful bed.

It’s repairable. Unlike those inevitable 
scratches in a hard film finish, scratches 
in most oil finishes are less visible and far 
easier to repair. This is partly because oil 
cures a little softer by comparison. But, 
again setting it above its companions, tung 
oil isn’t too soft either. It’s the Goldilocks 
of hardness; most cases will rarely require 
more than rubbing a tiny bit of oil into the 
affected area. Only rare circumstances 
will call for the need to strip or sand away 
a well-done tung oil finish – and that 
brings me to one of the most commonly 
misunderstood things about it.
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You don’t need to sand. Not before, 
between or after coats. A lot of sources 
will say you do, but I’ve found it’s just 
not the case. Because I prep most 
surfaces these days with a blade, 
sanding has become rare in my shop. 
Tung oil doesn’t require it for adhesion, 
smoothness, clarity, or gloss (tung can 
be built to a gloss/semi-gloss too).

That said, if your sheared surface 
isn’t where you want it to be (or if you 
just prefer sanding), I recommend 
bringing the base surface to 600 grit 
or higher. This is again contrary to 
many claims, but the more sheared, 
polished, or burnished the surface, 
the better it is for tung. However you 
get there, once the first coat goes on, 
you don’t need to sand again.

Thin, not thinned
With surface-prep paving the way, the 
biggest key to success is to apply tung 
oil thinly, not thinned. Remember I’m 
still using the same bottle from two 
years ago? And I’ve already mentioned 
you don’t need solvent either, 
because tung oil doesn’t cure through 
evaporation but instead depends on 
heat, UV light and oxygen to cure.

You only need a small rag to be just 
wet enough without being able to 
squeeze oil from it. That’s it.  
Nothing else. I prefer to use roughly 
sized 60mm squares cut from an old 
cotton T-shirt.

As well as being careful not to over-
saturate the rag or the wood, it’s best 
to wipe on, wipe off, as previously 
unnoticed fingerprints and splotches 
can cure cloudy if you don’t. A gentle 
wipe with a dry cloth of the same 
material will do.

To give a better idea of how little oil 
is needed, take a recently completed 
wall cabinet as example. With 8–9 
coats applied over 7–8 days, I dabbed 
the oil bottle against my tiny rag no 
more than 5–6 times, using less than 
an ounce of oil in total. The cabinet 
now has a satin glow in indirect light, 
and a diffuse reflectivity when the 
light shines directly on any plane.

Some of you may wonder how 8–9 
coats can be applied with 5–6 dabs 
of oil. The simple answer is that I 
don’t wash or toss my rags between 
projects. Instead, I keep them sealed 
in a glass jar in the refrigerator until 
needed again. Though unlikely, 
should a fire start, it would soon 
starve of oxygen in the jar and go out 
without causing damage. In this way, 
I’m able to use the same rag for a 
month or two at a time. There’s often 
enough oil left in it to do repeat 
coats without recharging the rag.

For a faster cure
The second key to a great pure tung 
finish is probably my favourite – we 
can make it cure faster. By keeping 
those coats thin and supplying more 
of what it needs, it can cure harder 
and brighter too.

With the right conditions – I like 
50–75°C, low humidity, and the UV 
equivalent of a bright, sunny day – tung 
oil can be sufficiently ready for recoat 
or service in as little as five or six hours. 
You can take advantage of naturally hot, 
dry, sunny days, or make an oil-curing 

kiln to successfully and quickly cure 
tung oil no matter what the weather is.

Beyond tung
That failed trip to buy my former 
favourite finish eventually led me to 
discover other natural finishes. Tung oil 
is unique, but it’s not alone. From an 
incredible natural lacquer made of sap, 
to paint made with milk and ink made 
from natural glue, to a fermented juice 
that weatherproofs wood and can make 
paper strong enough to be used for 
clothes, the natural world of finishing 
is ancient, wide, and astoundingly 
relevant. I’d say it was worth the trip.

Photos: Peter Spaulding
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I have written many woodturning 
stories and they usually begin 

with mounting the blank on a lathe 
to begin the turning. However, an 
important, but often forgotten part of 
the story of turning is how the blank 
was created and how that affects the 
final product. Many turners buy their 
blanks already cut and that means 
the decisions about what they can 
make have already largely been made 

by a stranger, and that person may 
have only a vague idea of how to turn 
wood, or what features of the wood 
are important.

Recently I obtained a number of 
freshly cut logs and I was planning 
how to cut each of them to get the 
best results. The decisions I made at 
this stage would irrevocably define 
what I could make, so I decided to 

record how I broke down a particular 
log and what considerations are 
important to the final product. The 
only guides you have when cutting 
a log are its visible outside features 
and accumulated experience, which 
includes an understanding of how 
different trees grow. This story is not 
about the turning itself, it is an example 
of what I did to create a successful 
turning blank from a quirky log.

From Log to Lathe
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1. I began with a large section of 
mango trunk, 850mm long and 450–
500mm dia. It was freshly cut and 
very wet, and I estimate it weighed at 
least 200kg. There were three branch 
stubs that had either never fully 
grown, or had been lopped and grown 
over, and I knew this would mean 
multiple piths in the wood. The pith is 
the centre point around which growth 
rings form in trunks and branches.

2. Looking at the end of the log, the 
pith in the trunk was not central, as is 
often the case. Because of this offset, 
if the wood is left to dry it will split 
differently around its circumference 
and this tendency will affect whatever 
I turn. I would have to consider this 
when cutting. The reasonably circular 
inner rings made me think this might 
be suitable for a wide-mouthed hollow 
vessel, but I needed to move quickly 
because splits were already appearing 
around the central pith.

3. I removed the branch stubs and 
could see that the branch growth 

rings were quite developed, so it 
would be better to remove them from 
the final turning blank as they would 
create further tensions within the 
piece as it dried. I decided to make a 
cut across the log in the middle of the 
branch stubs. I marked the cut with 
chalk and that cut would establish 
the bottom of the turning blank – at 
the base of the vessel. The branch 
remnants would mostly be turned 
away when I shaped the spigot for 
holding the blank.

4. After the cut I could see that I had 
only two branch piths to deal with 
and they were close enough to the 
central pith of the log that I would 
be able to turn them away. I put the 
other half of the log aside to be cut 
into bowl blanks.

5. After marking out a rough circle at 
the top of the blank, I made a series 
of rip cuts to remove the corners, 
progressively taking smaller cuts till it 
was roughly round. This is to reduce 
vibration once it is on the lathe.

6. Even after removing about 50% 
of the wood, the blank was still very 
heavy. I mounted it between centres, 
positioning my largest drive dog in 
the centre pith at the headstock end, 
or the top of the vessel. I then moved 
the bottom of the blank around the 
live centre at the tailstock end until 
I found a compromise position that 
roughly balanced the wood, but was 
not so far off centre that it would 
affect how it dried.

Before turning on the lathe I turned 
the speed to zero, then gradually 
brought it up to the fastest I could 
go without the lathe shaking. You 
do need a heavy lathe for this kind 
of work, and I have a Vicmarc 
VL300. A very large blank like this 
is safe between centres, as long as 
you regularly wind in the tailstock, 
because with wet wood the drive dog 
and live centre may penetrate as the 
wood spins.



7. I cut from right to left, standing to the 
right so the spray of wet sap didn’t soak 
me. I stopped cutting deeper as soon 
as each section of the wood was fully 
round. This stage is not about shaping 
the vessel, but about creating the round 
shape within which I could work.

8. This is the rounded blank, ready to 
be turned at full speed.

9. The form of the vessel is established. 
This was not very different to what 
I envisaged at the start when I was 
looking at the whole log. Here you can 
see that with a gradual curve the tight 
growth rings are transformed into soft, 
wavy patterns.

10. As I narrowed the base, the pith 
remnants moved closer to the centre 
and I knew I could remove them later 
when I turned off the spigot. I cut the 
spigot to 110mm dia for my biggest 
chuck, large enough to support the 
weight of such a big piece. Finally, I 
removed the excess underneath the 
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spigot to the stage where I could take 
it off the lathe and snap the stub off.

11. Once I mounted it in the chuck 
I could clean up the top. As I had 
predicted, the growth rings were 
wonderfully arranged around the 
centre. The splits in the centre didn’t 
reach the rim, so I knew the vessel wall 
probably wouldn’t split as it dried.

12. I bored out the centre with  
a large sawtooth bit and then set  
up my hollowing system to finish  
the hollowing.

13. This is the final form, ready to dry. 
From log to finish it took me about 4 
hours. The walls are 35m thick, all the 
way to the bottom. If I had rough-
turned a salad bowl, for example, it 
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Photos: Terry Martin

Terry Martin is a Brisbane-
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would need to be thicker because it 
would tend to curl as it dried, but this 
vessel will contract uniformly and is 
unlikely to split or warp much.

The drying is controlled at first by 
placing the piece in a plastic bag, then 
turning the bag inside-out each day. 
Once the bag doesn’t collect any more 
moisture, it can be dried in the open 
air in a cool place. Mango dries quickly 
because it is very open-pored, so it will 
be ready to finish-turn in a few months.

The piece is now 300mm high and 
240mm in diameter. It might not 

seem much to get from such a large 
log, but one of the mistakes that 
many beginners make is to think they 
have to get the biggest blank possible 
from a piece of wood. I wanted to get 
the best blank possible, and I think 
I have done that. When it is dried, 
refinished and sanded, the growth 
rings will show as wavy lines around 
the diameter.

My final decision will be whether to 
sand and apply a finish, or to char the 
surface and rub back to create a black 
vessel with a white heart – but that 
decision is for another day.
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Future Remains is an exhibition of furniture and 
objects made by seven women designer makers 

all working with the medium of wood, curated 
by Craft Victoria and shown at their gallery in 
Melbourne CBD during the height of Melbourne’s 
(sixth) strict lockdown*. It was a strange feeling 
walking alone through that exhibition to write 
this article. There was a feeling of coiled energy – 
demanding attention, but to an empty room. I will 
do my best to convey some of that sense as I walked 
through the space.

Future Remains
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On arrival you are immediately 
greeted by Olive Gill-Hille’s 
Kilcarnup Coffee Table breaking out 
of the defined gallery space into 
Craft’s retail area with an animal 
dynamism. WA-based, and originally 
trained as a sculptor before studying 
furniture design, Olive sculpts what 
she describes as ‘road kill timber’ 
– salvaged timbers sourced from a 
range of different non-commercially 
harvested sources – in this case marri 
from the Margaret River region.

The intense physicality of the carving 
process is legible on the surface, 
laying into such dense eucalypts with 
all manner of carving tools. The lines 
of the piece, in some areas flowing 
and homogenous and in others 
clearly controlled to discretely incise 
elements, evoke the time-carved 
forms of the WA coastline. The latter 
is reinforced by the physical bleaching 
of the timber, giving the object an 
aged, weather-beaten quality.

Immediately to my right and 
entirely different in scale and tone 
is the work of Anke Kindle. Anke 
studied at the UTAS Furniture 
Design school in Hobart before later 
training as a jeweller. Her Nipple 
Brush Brooches explore this subtle 
interplay of different mediums, 
allowing the turned timbers to sing 
whilst balanced carefully with the fine 
horsehair and silver.

Anke has the attention to fine 
detail of a jeweller, and it is a scale 
rarely explored by woodworkers. I 
am reminded of the presence of a 
netsuke. She speaks of the work as 
‘playing with the idea of the brush as 
a political object symbolising women’s 
work’. She has used Huon pine, 
salvaged Macrocarpa (‘the poor man’s 
Huon’), river redgum and native-
grown Buckland walnut – each timber 
selected for its specific provenance 
and ‘story as precious as jewels’.

Adjacent to Anke is the work of 
Makiko Ryujin. Makiko’s work 
featured centrally in the recent NGV 
Triennial – she is forging a name for 

EXHIBITIONS
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herself within Melbourne’s design and 
art community. Her LOOP sculptures 
are presented in series – a stacked 
assemblage of geometric volumes, a 
second suspended element and a third 
element scattered on the ground.

Makiko’s forms are turned from 
salvaged river redgum, and then set 
alight. She notes the burning is not 
intended to achieve the shou sugi ban 
finish familiar to woodworkers, but 
rather to put the object through the 
transformative, consuming quality of 
the fire. The work for her evokes the 
Toro – traditional Japanese lanterns 
found in Buddhist temples that she 
describes as ‘guiding the souls of 
the deceased towards peace’. From 
afar the charcoal black of the work 
silhouettes against the white walls 
of the gallery, and read almost like 
voids in space, while the scorching of 
the fire creates a deeply etched and 
cracked textural surface.

Central to the space, and in 
some ways the fulcrum of the 
exhibition is Overpass, a table by 
Laura McCusker. A key figure 
in contemporary Australian 
woodworking, Laura’s work has a 
shoot from the hip, no-bullshit style 
that she has in the past ascribed 
to Mingei philosophy. But there 
is always an underlying elegance, 
consideration and mastery that can 
sail over your head unless you’re 
really paying attention. Her table 
may initially appear as an iteration 
of the ‘table leg coming through the 
top’ detail that was explored in the 
mid-century period and has come 
roaring back with that revival.

EXHIBITIONS
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The lightness of this piece has 
unabashed mid-century origins, but is 
not drowned in those references. The 
integration of the pulls for the sliding 
doors into the strong rectilinear grid 
language of the piece demonstrates 
an assertiveness in proportion and 
cohesiveness of design intent. This, 
combined with both the fabric for the 
door faces and the boldness in choice 
of colour further gives this piece a 
vitality that makes the work not just 
good, but exciting. It’s progressive and 
fresh whilst remaining firmly rooted 
in foundations of craft.

Opposing Alex’s work is The Daily 
Rituals collection of table, stool and 

mirror by Chi Yusuf. Chi discusses 
how her work uses a furniture form 
traditionally associated with women 
(the vanity table) to ‘break the 
traditional expectations placed upon 
a woman’s hands’. The sequence of 
objects are united by the rigorous 
application of a formal approach with 
a consistent language of a semicircle 
on a linear plane which waterfalls 
over a mitre, and a cylindrical turned 
pillar located at the centrepoint of 
the circle. It’s a compelling rhythmic 
meter that gives the work a strong 
graphic quality. Subtle details such as 
a leather-lined drawer runner to set 
off the seat and an inlaid ebony strip 
give further depth to this work.

EXHIBITIONS

However, looking closer one realises 
it’s not a visual flourish but rather an 
expressed structural system –  the legs 
form a dovetail that locks the tabletop 
in place. The bold taper in the 
expressed edge beam, which has been 
integrally laminated with the tabletop 
is a powerful element. The boldness 
to express this laminated edge beam 
together with such thick sections of 
Tas oak boards in the end profile, 
and yet still have the piece come off 
feeling light and poised, speaks to 
the confidence in decision making of 
someone in mastery of their craft.

If Laura is leading the way in terms 
of how woodworking can be relevant 
in both a contemporary design and 
commercial context, whilst still 
drawing on the richness and skill of 
the craft, Alexsandra Pontonio is one 
of the strongest voices of the next 
generation to pick up this mantle. 
The Biplane Sideboard reiterates for 
me why Alex was the runner-up for 
the Furniture category award in last 
year’s AWR Maker of the Year out of 
an incredibly competitive field.
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Finally we come to Linda Fredheim’s 
Bags whose strong elevational 
geometries sit silhouetted against the 
far wall. An established figure in the 
Tasmanian woodworking world, Linda 
was lecturing at the UTAS Furniture 
School in Hobart when I was there 
a decade ago. Linda describes how 
these forms evolved from design 
exercises undertaken by Bauhaus 
students, and the strong lines and 
geometries of the Bauhaus are clearly 
legible (I immediately thought of a 
teapot by Marianne Brandt).

There’s a strength and assertiveness 
of fine detail that echoes Anke’s 
jewellery. The incredibly fine hinges 

open via a cleverly integrated 
clasp to reveal bright bursts of 
colour – something which I rarely 
have the confidence to use in 
my own work but wish I did. The 
bold geometries of the work belie 
an intricate construction, with 
shopmade plywood assembled 
from a single origin to control 
the tones of notoriously variable 
Tasmanian blackwood, which has 
been carefully grain-matched across 
the hinge face. The handles create 
the strong graphic quality and are 
the element that shift these objects 
from box to bag. They are made 
from neoprene, which moves in the 
most unexpected and surprising way 
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– perhaps playing with that other 
Bauhaus tenet – exploration of new 
materials and techniques.

Surveying the exhibition as a whole I 
am struck by the sheer diversity of the 
work and practice. Each of the pieces 
is exploring vastly different territory. 
In many ways that is the primary 
unity of the work – the vitality and 
energy of exploration of these seven 
women, their commitment to skill in 
craft and the role of the hand in the 
generative creative practice. I think 
again of that sense of crackling energy 
in the gallery space, like a compressed 
spring, or the inhale of breath before 
the first blow of the mallet on a chisel. 
The future remains to be seen.

 *Melbourne went into its fifth extended 
covid lockdown just prior to the 
exhibition opening date of July 24, 2021. 
At time of writing, a limited one week 
viewing was planned for early November.

Learn more at Craft Victoria 
https://craft.org.au
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This commission was a delight 
and very much an expression of 

a decision made at the start of my 
woodworking career almost 40 years 
ago. I wanted each piece to require 
techniques that were new for me, 
and I only wanted to make work for 
people who got how much heart went 
into each piece.

My client had the idea of a folding 
screen that would display his wife’s 
paintings and be a surprise gift for 
her 80th birthday. She is a respected 
artist with particular skill in depicting 

Australian flora. He wanted the 
paintings to be easily changed, 
alternated as the mood and more 
recent work determined.

Design decisions
I immediately decided on the 
frames to be rounded to allude to 
plant stems, and then thought to 
char them as a reference to the 
fires that are characteristic of the 
Australian bush. The 9mm plywood 
central panels give a secure base for 
mounting the pictures on both faces, 
and provide rigidity.

Screen Play

Sketches, scale drawings and then 
full size drawings on 3mm MDF, 
along with full size mock-ups in 
pine, determined dimensions and 
proportions. Then it was just a  
matter of making it!

I chose Qld maple as it is a 
manageable weight and machines 
well. Getting hold of a stash of 65mm 
square maple meant I could get 
the required 45mm diameter in the 
straight 1850mm lengths I needed.

Without a lathe
I don’t have a lathe capable of 
handling that length so I turned 
to the router table. The wood was 
machined to an exact 45 x 41mm so 
there would be a flat for cutting  
slots, and to have a neat junction 
with the surround. This did leave a 
flat after the rounding but that was 
addressed with grafts.

A router bit with 22.5mm radius 
gave a satisfactory result with 
changes of router bit height for the 
different dimensions (photos 1, 2). 
Sanding blended in imperfections 
at the junctions of the router passes 
(photo 3).

Starting with the finish
I did the charring first but found 
that handling the charred surfaces 
caused bruises and marks that 
couldn’t be simply dealt with 
(photo 4). After that it was back to 
the router table to cut grooves for 
the ply. The flat side that enabled 
the rounding and slot cutting was 
eliminated from the post ends by 
grafts applied and shaped  
(photo 5), which meant more 
charring was needed.

Despite a few practice runs, the 
burning effect was not quite right. 
Cut back and try again, and again. 
It had to be uniform but still have 
a sheen. Finally, using an abrasive 
(about 600 grit) impregnated sponge 
resulted in a satisfactory look.
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My usual oil type finish was just a bit 
too shiny so I went for the matt look of 
Proofseal. But even that wasn’t quite 
right as the occasional tide mark from 
the brushing-on was a problem. Finally, 
I settled on a clear spray matt finish.

Joints in the round
The junction between rails and posts 
was a bit of a challenge. Small wonder 
so many woodworkers choose to 
design with flat and square surfaces. I 
set up a jig for the drill press to cut the 
ends of the rails (photo 6). Careful 
adjustment was needed to get a snug 
connection all around the junctions 
(photo 7). The slight variations 
between joints made the clear marking 
of each component essential.

Centre panels
The ply centre panels were the 
simplest part – just cut and paste 
really, with reference to the full size 
drawing to be sure the numbers were 
right (photo 8).

The frames were then clamped to the 
panel and the border of 4mm thick 
maple fitted and fixed. This served to 
locate the picture frames and tidy up 
the junction between post and panel. 
I used my olde worlde mitre saw and 
a guillotine for efficient and very tight 
mitres (photo 9). The panels were 
then painted.

Picture frames
My clients had land in the Bunya 
mountains which they had spent much 
of their lives weeding and regenerating 
with native timbers, so silky oak, 
bunya pine and blackwood were used 
in memory of their work together.

The wood was dressed to 50 x 18mm 
and then moulded on the router 
table. Each of those woods is prone 
to chipping out, so marking the edge 
first with a cutting gauge was time 
well spent (photo 10). My close-
to-perfect Kapex sliding compound 
mitre saw gave the accuracy needed 
for identical frames.
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Simply gluing endgrain mitres is strong 
enough, but as a belt and braces sort of 
bloke I wanted some reassurance so I 
included dominos.

Pleasure and pain
The joy of jigs is that all the holes or cuts 
will be identical. The anxiety is that they 
will all be identically not quite right. It does 
focus the mind, and demand thorough 
testing. Jigs are almost the meaning of life 
for woodworkers, and certainly avoid pain. 
Jigs are simply a matter of securing the 
workpiece and guiding the tool, or securing 
the tool and guiding the workpiece. 
Simplest is usually best.

This very simple jig ensured every mitre 
was identically cut for dominos so when 
I came to colour and grain match the 
components for each of the 21 frames 
(including some spares) there was no 
drama (photo 11).

To ensure each frame was glued up 
perfectly square I used another jig. Two 
melamine boards were confirmed as 
flat and cut square, then ply cleats were 
fixed on adjacent edges as reference 
during clamp-up. This simple jig sped 
the process up and guaranteed a perfect 
result (photo 12).

Twenty or so pieces of 4mm ply cut to 
A3 size were sealed and ready for the 
artist to work on. A rare earth magnet 
on each side of the frames and the 
opening in the panel would make the 
pictures easy to change.

Once glued, the frames were oiled and 
then came the time to mark and drill for 
the magnets. Positions were staggered as 
both faces of the panel were to be used 
(photo 13).

A Forstner bit countersank the holes 
for the magnets with the centre tip 
making a location and starter hole for 
the screws to attach them. Superglue 
in each screw hole improves the hold 
when the magnets are pulled apart to 
change the paintings.

It all hinges on this
A nightmare at this stage would be to 
get the hinges on the wrong sides of the 
identical looking posts, but fitting each 
rail meant they were not interchangeable. 
The posts were laid out in the correct 
order and blue tape applied where the 
hinges were to go.
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The flat surface on each post served as a 
datum for locating the hinges. The 300mm 
length of wood shown in photo 14 was used 
to measure and mark the distance of each 
hinge from the tops and ends of the posts. The 
ply served to mark the edge of each hinge.

Putting it all together
Glue-ups are often satisfying in an anxious 
way, and this one was. A couple of dry 
clamp-ups went okay, so then the real thing. 
Epoxy glue, tinted with black ochre just in 
case, gave sufficient work time. Clamping 
blocks were essential as flat clamping on the 
round surfaces was guaranteed to bruise 
them. Pine was drilled then sawn in half to 
make the half diameter matching the posts. 
This was faced with old billiard table baize 
and did the job nicely  (photo 15).

For a job like this which relies on the accuracy of 
repeated processes, jigs are simply the best way.

Photos: Richard Vaughan
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 0419 517 500  www.phoebeeverill.com

School for Wood

WOODWORK CLASSES
WITH ROY SCHACK

  weekends, short and long  
term courses available

  catering to beginners and 
experienced

  four students maximum

  workshop located in  
beautiful Samford Valley

 tools supplied

 one-on-one tuition available

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

www.royschack.com
P 0415 328 166 bluecheak

Enquire by phone or via email  
richard@crosland.com.au
www.crosland.com.au
No.43/566 Gardeners Rd Alexandria, Sydney

RICHARD CROSLAND
SCHOOL OF FINE WOODWORK 
(accredited member Studio Woodworkers Australia)

Weekday/nights & Saturdays
Phone: (02) 9313 4142
Short Course on Sundays
with Adam Crosland
Mobile: 0409 444 760

Full range of rocking horse accessories including stirrups, 
bowler hats, swing irons and brackets in brass, stainless 

steel and rainbow. All leather work, stirrup leathers, 
bridles, reins and a wide range of saddles and saddle 

cloths. Mane and tail kits also available.

156 Moss Vale Rd Kangaroo Valley NSW 2577
02 4465 1002

www.kangaroovalleywoodcrafts.com.au

Uses are limited only by your imagination.

The VACU PRESS SYSTEM 
is used by woodworkers 
worldwide. Used for 
veneering, laminating and 
curved panel production.

Phone: 02 4754 5964
Mobile: 0417 020 976
Email: ray@yareus.com.au

www.yareus.com.au

Your One Stop Woodcraft Supply Shop

CARROLL’S WOODCRAFT 
SUPPLIES

Phone - 03 5243 0522
Email - jim@cwsonline.com.au
Web - www.cwsonline.com.au

CWS

Tasmanian Turning  
Supplies

6 Tanina Mews Kingston Beach Tasmania 7050
Phone: (03)6229 1345   Mobile: 0407 274 294

 Tasmanian timber blanks.  

 Pen kits.  

 Fit-up clocks and weather instruments.  

 Lazy susan bearings.  Brass accessories.  

 Bottle stoppers.  Pewter potpourri lids.  

 Salt and pepper grinders and more ...

Email:infosales@tasmanianturningsupplies.com.au
Web site: tasmanianturningsupplies.com.au

NEW WEBSITE
Our clunky old 1980’s dinosaur of a
website has recently been replaced

with an all new updated site.

COME & HAVE A
LOOK AROUND

Your don’t have to buy anything… Unless you want to.

You can find us at:
shop.ubeaut.com.au

SQUARE DRIVE SCREWS

Heard They’re Good? Try Them!

BUY ONLINE AND SAVE!
www.screwitscrews.com.au

Tel: 1300 551 810

Wide Range of Sizes
Introductory Pack

$49.00



Tasmanian 
Timbers and Veneers

Blackwood 
figured, birds eye, fancy, plain

Myrtle 
figured and plain
Celery Top Pine 
crown cut, plain

Sassafras 
blackheart and clear

Leatherwood 
redheart

Huon Pine 
birds eye and plain

Musk/Eucalypt/Myrtle Burl 
when available

Contact: Robert Keogh
3 Brittons Rd, Smithton TAS 7330

Tel 03 6452 2522  Fax 03 6452 2566 
email: tassales@brittontimbers.com.au

www.brittontimbers.com.au

Qld: 07 3888 3351  NSW: 02 8783 9900
Vic: 03 8769 7111
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8 Geary Place, North Nowra NSW 2541 P: 02 4423 3295
thirstonmorris.com.au | allwoodspecialtytimbers.com.au

Select Grade Furniture Timbers

Dressing, Machining & Sanding Service

Techni Glue Epoxy, Whittle Waxes Oils

Livos Oils & CarbiTool products

Furniture Design & Making

Woodwork Classes

Allwood
SPECIALTY TIMBERS

www.thetoolworks.com.au

HENRY
ECKERT
TOOLWORKS

13597 AWR Henry.indd   1

contact: Chris Emmett
phone: 03 6295 7161
mobile: 0419 998 452
Mon - Fri  8am - 4pm

Tasmania’s specialty timbers - Sassafras, blackwood, myrtle,
celery-top pine, Huon pine, and more, as logs, slabs, timber
and turning blanks. Milling to order and seasoning services.

43 Cemetery Road, Geeveston, Tasmania

chris.emmett@sttas.com.au                                                                                                    

islandspecialtytimbers.com.au

Ross 0407 489 227
www.lomandraplacestudios.com

classes@lomandraplacestudios.com

Woodworking and
Furniture Making Classes

with Ross Annels

new location
Lomandra Place Studios

Coolum Beach QLD

IRONCORE
WOODBURNING INC 1952
- A.C.A – EMC Approved

- Highly recommended by: 

  Government departments, 

  artists, small business  

  owners, beginners

- Cool light handles

- Free information brochure

- Mail order

Ironcore Transformers P/L   20-22 Quinn St, Preston, Vic 3072
Tel 03 9480 6044   Fax 03 9416 9404
Email info@ironcore.com.au   Web www.ironcore.com.au

✔

ROBERT HOWARD
CLASSES IN WOODCARVING
 • Discover the joys of using your hands 

 
• Tools and wood supplied

Full details on my website:
www.roberthoward.com.au
Or 
ph: 0403 161 111
e: howardrobert 
@mac.com

Instagram:  
roberthoward 
woodworker

• Beginners welcome
• Inner City Brisbane location
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WOODTURNING

A Question 
of Scale
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Some of the lesser known timbers 
I have in my stash are too small 

for production runs, but too good to 
ignore. These are pieces of wood not 
processed to commercial dimensions 
but show fantastic character in 
terms of colour or grain that just 
screams for attention, so I adjusted 
the scale of my idea to suit material 
I had on hand.

From small things
I had some hooked needlewood 
(Hakea tephrosperma) that had 
been split radially from a log. With 
sapwood attached, the ends had been 
sealed and set aside for several years 
to season. What really attracted me 
to this wood were the fine flecks in its 
radiating grain and its pink colour.

I find it difficult to remove material 
from a blank as every part seems too 
good to waste, so removing sapwood 
and rough split edges on two sides 
(photo 1) challenged my thinking 
to finally cut a blank of about 70 
x 70mm. There are many ways to 
mount wood on the lathe, but this 
time I opted to drill a 25mm diameter 
hole (photo 2) that was used to 
mount the blank on a scroll chuck in 
expansion mode (photo 3).

Outer and inner shaping

Aiming to extract the best possible 
form from wood available, combined 
with the shape I had in mind, I began 
turning away material to highlight 
the fine medullary rays and wonderful 
burgundy colours hidden within. This 
was highlighted during the sanding 
process (photo 4). In some projects 
I like to leave a small foot that is 
used to reverse mount the form for 
hollowing, which I opted to do on 
this occasion. The foot is not sanded 
as it will later be turned to eliminate 
marks left by jaws used to hold the 
form for hollowing.

Reverse chucked and held by the foot, 
the interior was hollowed using a 
deep fluted bowl gouge and round-
nosed scraper to achieve a smooth 
flowing undercut surface travelling 
from the top to the base of the form. 
This was sanded through to 320 grit 
using a variety of inertia sanders and 
handheld sandpaper before cutting a 
recess for the lid to sit in (photo 5).

Rather than aiming for a snug fit, I 
wanted to create a drop-in lid that 
just slips into a slightly loose opening 
from which it can be lifted without 



82 Australian Wood Review

WOODTURNING

effort. I used the front and left side 
of a carbide scraper to create a clean 
surface before easing the sharp 
corners with 320 grit sandpaper to 
make them more comfortable for 
exploratory fingertips.

Before reversing the form onto 
the stepped jaws of a chuck (to be 
held in place in expansion mode), I 
applied pieces of electrical tape to 
prevent compressing inner edges of 
the completed form (photo 6). Next, 
I trimmed the foot down, removing 
any marks left from the previous 
chucking process. A neat V-shaped 
intersection was cut between where 
the foot and outer bowl form met 
with a round skew, followed by 
hollowing of the foot and sanding of 
all surfaces.

I like to cut a couple of V-lines inside 
the bases of my pieces to either 
‘break’ the surface as fingers explore 
the piece, or to provide a border 
where I can sign the piece and add 

information about the wood it is 
made from. A ‘diamond pointed 
scraper’ works perfectly for this 
process (photo 7).

The lid
A piece of endgrain WA myall was 
trimmed to size and measured with 
Vernier calipers to ensure it fitted not 
too loosely into the opening of the 
box. This was sanded and a couple of 
detail lines added to the underside 
(photo 8). This section was held by a 
tenon in a scroll chuck.

A carbide tipped cutter was used to 
cut a jamb-fit carrier to snugly hold 
the reversed lid. A hole was also 
drilled through the centre of the 
carrier in case it was difficult to pry 
the lid loose once completed (photo 
9). And in this case the fit was a 
little loose, so I used masking tape to 
reduce the interior diameter of the 
opening, making sure the tape was 
applied evenly to reduce the chance 
of the lid being mounted slightly 

off-centre (photo 10). The centre 
point shown was enlarged on the drill 
press for later fitting the finial.

To break the symmetry so often 
witnessed in turned work, I reverted 
to another of my stashes – parts 
of a palm tree to which the fruit is 
attached. I’m really not sure of what 
they’re called, but they make great 
finials when glued together, trimmed 
down with a knife to fit into the 
drilled hole and capped with a rubber 
‘o’ ring (photo 11).

This project shows that not only is 
it possible to highlight wonderful 
timbers found in smaller sizes and 
not commercially available, but 
how other materials can provide 
interesting contrasts.

Andrew Potocnik is a wood 

artist and woodwork teacher 

who lives in Melbourne. See 

www.andrewpotocnik.com



GREGORY MACHINERY PTY LTD
(07) 3375 5100 | INFO@GREGMACH.COM  

WWW.GREGMACH.COM

Choose your

 Table Saw

Choose your 
Router Table

Choose your 
Router System 

+ + +

SET UP THE ULTIMATE SAW AND ROUTER TABLE 
SYSTEM IN YOUR WORKSHOP

Choose your 

Accessories 

Scan for pricing and more information

 on the different options available

+




