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LETTERS FROM OUR READERS

What’s New in the 
New ‘Workbenches?’

There is an article on the Knock-
down Nicholson Bench in the 
November 2015 issue (#221); 

this bench is also in the revised edi-
tion of Christopher Schwarz’s book 
“Workbenches: From Design & 
Theory to Construction & Use.” 

My question: Is all the informa-
tion in the book about that particu-
lar bench also in the article? I own 
the fi rst edition of “Workbenches,” 
so would like to put off buying the 
second if what’s in the magazine 
will be enough to help me build that 
bench.

Stephen Pinney,
via email 

Stephen,
There are many additional views of 
the measured drawings in the book, 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

Double Spring Pole Lathe 
Wedged Joint Design
Roy Underhill’s “Double Spring Pole 
Lathe” (August 2016, issue # 226) is 
a great article, and I have wanted to 
build a spring lathe for some time. But 
I’ve a question: The tusk wedges that 
hold together the lathe in the article 
are different than the ones Roy uses in 
the lathe-building course at the Wood-
wright’s School. 

The wedges in the design for the 
course run parallel with the ways, in-
stead of being mortised through them 
as is shown in the print article. 

Why the difference, and is one de-
sign better than the other?

Grant Hull,
Chickamauga, Georgia

Grant,
Both knockdown joints do the job equally 
well. The difference is in looks and length.

The wedged tusk tenons used in the 
article look great, but for strength they 
must extend well beyond the face of the 
posts. As a consequence, they remove 
more wood from the usable length of the 
lathe rails.

The dovetail-notched joints with par-
allel wedges are less familiar, but can 
work with just stubs of the rails extend-
ing beyond the posts. When you use the 
parallel wedge, you can get five more 
inches between centers with the same 
length of rail.

So why not just choose the better-look-
ing joint and make the rails a bit longer? 
It depends on what you’re turning and 
how much you travel. Limiting the rail 
lengths to 4' makes the lathe easier for 
me to pack when it is disassembled (I use 
a knockdown joint in the tall post), and 
the parallel wedges give me a few criti-
cal inches sometimes needed for chair 
post turning. 

That said, I like the wedged tusk tenons 
better, because they look so good!

Roy Underhill, contributor

Reliable Information on a 
Child-safe Finish for Crib
I’m building a crib for my new grand-
daughter and am trying to fi nd some 

and some extra photos and words – 
but you can absolutely build the bench 
from the instruction and images in the 
magazine. (Note: You can download 
the SketchUp model for the bench to 
export whatever view you’d like; see 
the link to our SketchUp Warehouse 
at popularwoodworking.com/nov15.)

But one bench in the revised edition 
of “Workbenches” that you won’t fi nd 
elsewhere is “The Ancient Roubo” – that 
is, the soup-to-nuts build and drawings 
of a Roubo bench exactly as shown in 
Plate 11 of “l’Art du menuisier.” 

Plus, Christopher revised and 
updated the information on workhold-
ing and appliances to refl ect changes 
in the market and new information 
gleaned from his research.

Megan Fitzpatrick, editor 

       





















DESIGN MATTERS BY GEORGE R. WALKER
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There is a saying among artists: 
Values (light and shadow) do all 
the work in a painting, while col-

ors have all the fun. Though cobalt blue 
and crimson red may dazzle, light and 
shadows give meaning to our eyes. The 
same can be said of poetry. Words are 
the playthings of poets, while meter is 
the structure that makes a poem work. 

Woodworkers also have a number 
of toys to play with. We can have fun 
with carving, marquetry, fi gured grain, 
colored woods, stains, textures, fi n-
ishes…the list can go on and on, but 
what really ties everything together 
is proportion. It’s the one factor that 
determines whether a design succeeds 
or fails. Looking back to the 18th cen-
tury, we might think era artisans went 
overboard with carving and embellish-
ment, but design literature of the day 
was quick to point out that no amount 
of carving or glorious fi gured wood 
could make up for bad proportions. 

Regardless of whether you aim for 
something sleek and clean, or you push 
your carving skills to new heights, it’s 
all for nothing if you don’t get the pro-
portions right. For many years I felt 
perplexed by these cornerstones of 
good design – proportions seemed like 
a secret code no one bothered to explain 
but everyone agreed was important. 
And this begs the question: How can 
a woodworker master proportions? 

Like Riding a Bike
First, becoming fl uent with proportions 
is nothing like learning multiplication 
tables or following a recipe. 

Mastering proportions is sort of like 
learning to ride a bicycle or getting good 
at casting with a fl y rod. No matter how 
much you’ve read or how well a mentor 
coaches you, that effortless balance on 
two wheels or a silky smooth cast can 

never fully be captured with words or 
formulas. 

An understanding of design is one of 
those things you best gain by doing, by 
putting your hands and eyes in motion. 
So how did our woodworking ancestors 
learn about proportions? The answer 
is they learned to ride a bike…well, 
sort of. For many centuries, a wood-
worker’s version of riding a bike was 
to draw and study something called 
the classic orders. 

The orders are iconic forms from 
architecture that are self-contained 
proportional symphonies. Just as mu-
sicians study and play well-composed 
music to develop their ears, the orders 
were revered for their ability to unlock 
imagination and inform judgment. This 
was such a part of traditional training 
that cabinetmaker Thomas Sheraton 
complained he could not get investors 

Designer’s Workhorse
Proportions do all the heavy lifting – a bit of drawing can develop your eye.

ALL PHOTOS BY AUTHOR EXCEPT “ART!” BY JIM TOLPIN 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 20

Learn by hand. Good news if you learn better by doing than listening – your hand can teach your 
eye much about proportions.

Standard order. 
This drawing 
of a Corinthian 
order is one of 
fi ve standards 
that artisans drew 
and studied to 
develop the eye.

       









ARTS & MYSTERIES BY PETER FOLLANSBEE
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I have too much to do. Building a shop 
by hand, in my spare time, is slow-
going. Add in custom work, teaching 

(and the travel that goes with it) and 
spoon carving, and my days are pretty 
full. It’s a good feeling, knowing there’s 
plenty to do, but what happens when 
inspiration comes along? I can’t just tell 
it to leave me alone because I’m busy.

I recently taught at the Plymouth 
Center for Restoration Arts and Forgot-
ten Trades’ (CRAFT) fi rst-ever Green-
wood Fest. This was a three-day event 
fi lled with demonstrations, classes, 
impromptu sessions and general ca-
maraderie surrounding various green 
woodworking crafts. We had a host 
of instructors from the U.S., England 
and Sweden. 

While I should be working on shin-
gling the roof of my shop or making the 
furniture some of my clients are waiting 
for, I’m too inspired to focus. So today, 
I took some time to start more shrink 
pots. “Shrink whats?”

Shrink pots. These little (usually) 
cylindrical boxes are another piece 
from the Swedish traditions that are 
the source of my spoon-carving. 

Cylindrical Section
Take a small sapling, crosscut a sec-
tion and bore a hole through it end-to-
end. Then with various knives, hollow 
the inside walls of the pot. Then cut a 
groove on the inside, just above the 
bottom edge. Scribe and cut a thin, 
dry, bottom board. Pop it in place and 
stand back. The cylinder shrinks onto 
the bottom, then you have a pot. 

I choose a fresh blank that has no 
knots, branches or other disturbances 
in its grain. I tend toward the softer 
spoon-carving woods; lately for me 
that’s birches: grey, yellow, black. I’ve 
done some in American sycamore, too. 

I then crosscut the blank, usually 
at both ends to remove any checking 
or hairline cracks on the end grain. 
I mount the workpiece upright in a 
bench vise, then bore a hole all the way 
through from end to end. I use a large 
auger, 2" in diameter. When the lead 
screw pokes through the bottom end 
grain, I fl ip the piece end for end, then 
bore from the bottom to where the holes 
meet. Then I go to work hollowing the 
insides. 

I keep the bark on while I work the 
piece; it makes it easier to grip than if 
you peel the bark off. To hollow, I typi-
cally use spoon carvers’ hook knives. 
(Some use a Sloyd knife, others in-can-
nel gouges.) I hold the knife vertically 
and wrap the pot onto it, then turn the 
knife counterclockwise in my right 
hand and the pot clockwise in my left. 

Shrink Pots: A Touch of ‘Magic’ 
These traditional Swedish cylindrical forms are an addictive pastime. 

PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR

Shrink pots: deceptively simple. Bore then carve the green interior, pop a dry bottom in place, 
then wait. (And perhaps add a few decorative touches and a lid.)

Boring bit. Use a 2"-diameter auger bit to 
remove the bulk of the interior waste.
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Danish Modern 
Campaign Chest

B Y  C H R I S TO P H E R  S C H WA R Z
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LEAD PHOTO BY AL PARRISH; STEP PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR; 
ILLUSTRATIONS BY DAN PESSELL FROM THE AUTHOR’S MODEL

When the British Empire 
began taking over the 
world in the 18th century, 

one vexing problem at its tropical hold-
ings was the monsoon season. When 
it hit, applied carvings and ornaments 
fell off the furniture, or the glue was 
consumed by insects.

Undeterred, the Empire developed 
a new kind of robust and unadorned 
furniture – what we now call campaign 
furniture – to hold the undergarments, 
brandy and books of the Empire’s sub-
jects in all four corners of the globe.

What is most interesting about cam-
paign furniture is how it inspired many 
early 20th-century makers to create 
Danish Modern and other contempo-
rary styles that were extremely well 
made but unencumbered by ornament.

This chest of drawers explores that 
link between the 19th and 20th cen-
turies by starting with pre-Industrial 
proportions for chests of drawers and 
stripping away everything that is not 
needed. 

Like most campaign chests, all the 
pulls and lifts are fl ush to the carcase, 
though in this case they are cutouts 
backed with darkened brass. Also 
like campaign chests, the entire thing 
breaks apart to be moved easily to a 
new apartment (or tent in the desert). 
But unlike 19th-century campaign 
furniture, this chest embraces con-
temporary joinery to make the chest 
a cinch to build.

How it Goes Together
The two carcases are joined with Fes-
tool Dominos, though almost any other 
carcase joint will do. I’ve built many 
traditional campaign chests with full-
blind rabbeted dovetails. You might 
also consider biscuits or dowels.

The exterior panels are made of 
quartersawn white oak. The interior 
panels are pine or pine with a strip of 
white oak glued on the front edge. This 
construction saves on weight and ex-
pense. The backs of the carcases are 
captured in grooves in the tops, bot-
toms and end pieces. Once the two car-

cases are assembled, they stack on top 
of one another. To keep the top carcase 
from sliding around, it rests on dowels 
sticking up from the bottom carcase. 
Gravity does most of the work.

The plinth, or base, is simple. Two 
strips of wood are screwed to the un-
derside of the lower carcase. The four 
legs – tapered octagons – are friction-fi t 
into holes bored in the strips. 

Like the case, the drawers are also 
built using Dominos, with the drawer 
bottoms captured in grooves. All in 
all, it’s a surprisingly quick project to 
build, especially if you own a Festool 
Domino. Begin by gluing up any pan-
els you might need for the tops, bot-
toms, ends and dividers in the cases. 
Cut these casework pieces to fi nished 
size and prepare to cut the grooves for 
the backs.

Grooves: Stopped & Through
The grooves that hold the back are 1⁄2" 
wide and 1⁄4" deep. The grooves in the 
end pieces run through from end to end 
without stopping. The grooves in the 
top and bottom pieces, however, stop 
about 3⁄8" from the ends so the grooves 
don’t show when the case is assembled.

As you study the cutlist and draw-

ings, you’ll see a subtle difference in 
the way the backs go into the grooves 
in the top carcase versus the bottom 
carcase. In the top carcase, the back can 
be slid into the carcase after it is glued 
up because the bottom of that carcase 
is a little narrower. On the other hand, 
the back for the bottom carcase is cap-
tured all around and must be inserted 
during assembly. The reason for this 
difference is cosmetic and prevents an 
odd notch from appearing at the back 
of the bottom carcase.

I usually cut grooves with a plow 
plane, but because these grooves are 
stopped, I turned to my plunge router. 
I chucked a 1⁄2" straight bit in the col-
let and clamped a fence to the work to 
guide the router’s base.

The through-grooves in the end 
pieces are simple to make. But you 
have to pay attention when cutting the 
stopped grooves in the top and bottom 
pieces. It’s easy to overshoot and groove 
the boards all the way through. 

Before diving into the Domino join-
ery, it’s best to make the half-moon 
cutouts in the ends that serve as chest 
lifts. Because there are 12 of these cut-
outs, I made a template from MDF to 
both mark and rout the cutouts. The 

All the way through. The through-grooves in 
the ends of the carcase are easy to make with 
a router and a fence to guide the tool’s base.

Stop here. When routing the grooves in the 
top and bottom pieces, you have to make 
sure the grooves do not go through the ends 
of the boards. I do this by eye because all this 
will be hidden in the glued-up carcase.

Built to move (and to last), this piece blends classic proportions and clean lines.

       



Mark & bore. Use your template to trace the 
half-moon shape on the work. Waste away as 
much waste as possible with a drill bit.

Then rout. Use the template to guide a router 
with a pattern-cutting bit to complete the 
shape. 

Danish Modern Campaign Chest
 NO. ITEM DIMENSIONS (INCHES) MATERIAL 
 T W L

TOP CASE

❏ 1 Top 3⁄4 17 36 Oak 

❏ 2 Ends 3⁄4 17 161⁄2 Oak 

❏ 1 Bottom 3⁄4 151⁄2 341⁄2 Pine 

❏ 1 Horizontal divider 3⁄4 161⁄4 341⁄2 Pine, oak edge 

❏ 1 Vertical divider 3⁄4 161⁄4 77⁄8 Pine, oak edge 

❏ 1 Back 1⁄2 163⁄4 35 Pine 

LOWER CASE

❏ 2 Top & bottom 3⁄4 17 36 Oak 

❏ 2 Ends 3⁄4 17 161⁄2 Oak 

❏ 1 Horizontal divider 3⁄4 161⁄4 341⁄2 Pine, oak edge 

❏ 1 Back 1⁄2 17 35 Pine 

TOP DRAWERS

❏ 2 Fronts 3⁄4 77⁄8 167⁄8 Oak 

❏ 3 Sides 1⁄2 77⁄8 15 Poplar 

❏ 2 Backs 1⁄2 67⁄8 163⁄8 Poplar 

❏ 2 Bottoms 1⁄2 143⁄4 163⁄8 Poplar 

SECOND DRAWER

❏ 1 Front 3⁄4 77⁄8 341⁄2 Oak 

❏ 2 Sides 1⁄2 71⁄8 15 Poplar 

❏ 1 Back 1⁄2 61⁄8 34 Poplar 

❏ 1 Bottom 1⁄2 143⁄4 34 Poplar 

BOTTOM DRAWERS

❏ 2 Fronts 3⁄4 77⁄8 341⁄2 Oak 

❏ 4 Sides 1⁄2 77⁄8 15 Poplar 

❏ 2 Backs 1⁄2 67⁄8 34 Poplar 

❏ 2 Bottoms 1⁄2 143⁄4 34 Poplar 

PLINTH

❏ 2 Base pieces 13⁄8 3 33 Pine 

❏ 4 Legs 11⁄2 11⁄2 61⁄2 Oak 
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top of the cutout shape is a straight line 
4" long. The curve below is a 2" radius. 

Use the template to mark the four 
cutouts in the end pieces. Then remove 
as much waste as possible with a Forst-
ner or other drill bit. Then clamp the 
template to your end piece and use a 
pattern-cutting bit in your router to 
fi nish the shape. 

Domino Joinery
Though I use traditional hand-cut join-
ery for most things, I cannot deny the 
Domino is a legitimate way to make 
excellent joints. I bought the machine 
for production work when it was fi rst 
introduced and have been impressed 
with it. It is superior to a dowel or bis-
cuit machine and produces a robust 
loose-tenon joint with ease.

For this piece, I used 5mm x 30mm 
Dominos to join the tops, bottoms, ends 
and the dividers between the drawers. I 
recommend at least fi ve or six Dominos 
per joint.

Note the trickiness when it comes to 
attaching the bottom panel of the top 
carcase. It’s 3⁄4" narrower than both 
the top panel and horizontal drawer 
divider. And it is captured between the 
end pieces. This small complication 
allows the fi nished piece to have only 
one horizontal drawer divider showing 
between the top and bottom cases. (See 
the “Detail – Second Drawer” illustra-
tion on page 28.)

Into the end. Though this is a modern joint, 
traditional workholding is still my favorite way 
to keep the parts clamped to the bench.
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the top case and nail the backs to the 
carcase members. I used 4d die-forged 
nails, which hold tenaciously but let the 
wood move without cracking. 

Domino Drawers
I think it’s been about 15 years since I 
made a drawer without using dovetails. 
But after much thought, I concluded 

rabbets cut on their back ends. Then, 
to hold the 1⁄2"-thick bottom, make 1⁄2" 
x 1⁄4"-deep grooves in the drawer sides 
and drawer front. 

Glue up the drawer. After the glue 
is dry, use the Domino to cut 5mm 
x 28mm-deep mortises through the 
drawer sides and into the drawer front 
and drawer back. Glue in 5mm x 30mm 
Dominos and cut them fl ush after the 
glue dries.

This creates, for lack of a better 
word, a through-Domino joint, which 
works much like a “pin and crescent” 
joint – also called a Knapp joint. 

First cut all your drawer parts to 
fi nished size and check them against 
your glued-up carcases to ensure they 
fi t into their drawer openings. Make the 
cutouts for the drawer pulls and rout 
the coved relief on the inside – just like 
you did on the ends of the carcases. 
Then cut all the rabbets and grooves 
for all of the pieces. Then assemble the 
drawers with glue and clamps.

After the glue has cured, level the 
joints and bevel off the top rear corner 
of the drawer sides. This makes it easier 
to insert the drawer into the carcase. 

that a drawer made with Dominos 
could be incredibly strong. And I came 
up with an easy method that requires 
little layout or tricky cuts.

Here’s an overview: It begins by 
making a simple rabbeted drawer and 
gluing it together. The drawer front 
has 1⁄2" x 1⁄2" rabbets at both ends. The 
1⁄2"-thick drawer sides have 1⁄2" x 1⁄4" 

Take your time. Using liquid hide glue allows 
you to take up to 45 minutes to complete the 
assembly before the glue sets. This makes for 
easy one-person assembly jobs.

Tape guides the way. I use blue tape to 
temporarily mark out where my nails should 
go. Then I re-roll the tape back on the roll to 
use it again.

Drawer parts. Here you can see the rabbets and grooves that 
make up the drawers. I’m smooth-planing the drawer back before 
assembly.

First, glue alone. Assemble the drawers with glue and clamps – no nails, 
screws or Dominos. The glue alone will hold the parts together for the 
Domino joinery later.

Drawer detail. Make 
this bevel with a chisel. 
The bevel (plus the fact 
that the drawer back is 
a bit narrower) makes 
for a drawer that’s easy 
to operate and insert 
into the carcase.
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the underside of the top carcase and 
the top of the bottom carcase. Cut two 
bits of 1"-diameter oak dowel to about 
7⁄8" long. Glue those into the holes in 
the bottom carcase. If you drilled the 
pilot holes plumb, then the top case 
should drop on the bottom case with 
a nice thunk.

If it doesn’t, rasp the dowels until 
things fi t nicely. 

The last detail before leaving the 
carcase is to add the brass backplates to 
the cutouts in the drawer fronts. I used 
1⁄16"-thick brass and painted the front 
black. You can use wood, of course, but 
I wanted the fi ngers to fi nd the cool and 
smooth brass inside the pulls.

I cut the brass to size with a hack-
saw and fi led the edges smooth – you 
don’t want lacy underwear to catch the 
corners. Then cut clearance holes and 
countersinks in the brass – all of this 
can be done with your woodworking 
tools set to slow speeds.

Screw the brass in place with #8 x 
5⁄8" screws. 

The Plinth
I experimented with several plinths 
before settling on this simple one. The 
second-place plinth used 5" rubber 
casters that were affi xed to 3⁄4" x 5" x 5" 
blocks on the underside of the carcase. 
It made the whole project easy to move.

The fi rst-place plinth is also easy 
to make. It consists of two base pieces 
that are 13⁄8" x 3" x 33". I beveled the 
ends at 14° then bored 11⁄8"-diameter 

through-holes near the ends for the 
legs. Then I screwed the two base pieces 
to the bottom of the carcase.

The legs are 11⁄2" x 11⁄2" x 61⁄2" long 
octagons. I turned a tenon on the end 
of each leg to match its mortise, and I 
made the tenon a tight friction-fi t. Then 
I planed the octagons so they tapered 
to 13⁄8" at the fl oor. 

I wanted the legs to fit tightly so 
friction would keep the legs in place 
while the piece was being used. Yet 
you can remove the legs with a good 
tug to move the piece. If you want more 
holding power, consider embedding 
a rare-earth magnet in the top of each 
leg and at the bottom of each mortise.

Finishing
The finish is simple. I used a black 
aniline dye to color the plinth. Then I 
sprayed two coats of super-blond shel-
lac on all the parts (sanding lightly 
between each) and added a coat of bees-
wax thinned with linseed oil.

The fi nished piece was intended to 
be a spec piece that I could sell to help 

pay my daughter’s college tuition. But 
my wife, Lucy, liked it so much that 
she claimed it for herself. She doesn’t 
much look like the British Empire’s 
Queen Victoria, but (like Victoria) she 
gets what she wants.  PWM

Christopher is the editor at Lost Art Press, a contribut-
ing editor to this magazine and author of the book 

“Campaign Furniture,” among others.

For links to all online extras, go to:
■ popularwoodworking.com/nov16

BLOG: Read a seven-part series on how this 
piece was designed from scratch.

BLOG: Read more about the history of 
campaign chests.

WEBSITE: Explore many other forms of 
campaign furniture.

IN OUR STORE: “Build a Campaign Chair,” on 
DVD or video download.

WEBSITE: Visit Christopher Schwarz’s website 
at lostartpress.com.

Our products are available online at:
■ ShopWoodworking.com

ONLINE EXTRAS

Brass backplate. I considered mortising these 
into the inside of the drawer front, but that 
wouldn’t have left enough space for your 
fi ngers to get into the coved area between the 
backplate and drawer front.

Plane to taper. Mark 
the fi nal diameter on 
the underside of your 
legs using dividers. 
Plane down to that line.

Tight fi t. Screw the 
two base pieces of the 
plinth to the carcase 
from inside the case. 
Then fi t each leg tightly 
into its mortise.
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the opening is on two sides of the leg, 
cutting from both directions creates a 
clean bottom. 

The tail on the catch is longer than 
what is needed to operate it, and I don’t 
want to remove more wood than nec-
essary from the leg, leaving too much 
weak end grain. Brass is easy to cut, 
so I mark the catch with a Sharpie and 
cut off the extra catch length with a 
hacksaw. 

Next, drill for the dowel. I’ve found 
that small Miller dowels are perfect for 
the catch release; they are stepped and 
the shoulder creates a perfect stop for 

the dowel that prevents it from escap-
ing the leg. Mark the dowel location 
and drill a hole at the drill press from 
inside the catch mortise, using a Miller 
dowel bit. Enlarge the hole slightly with 
a twist bit from the outside of the leg, 
just large enough to allow the dowel 
to slide freely. 

I use a bench hook and a backsaw 
to safely cut the tiny part to fi t. Using a 
shooting board allows me to remove a 
few shavings at a time from the length 
until it mates precisely with the catch. 
I want it to just touch the catch. If it is 
too long, it will create too much ten-

sion, and it won’t operate smoothly. Too 
short, and it will not extend back into 
position. Sand one side of the dowel’s 
shoulder fl at to let it register against 
the catch. 

The table would look pretty funny 
with just one peg in one leg, so drill 
holes in the remaining legs to match, to 
make it look as if the aprons are joined 
to the legs with pegged tenons. The 
location of the Miller dowel in relation 
to the catch will now determine the 
layout and location of the faux pegs in 
the remaining legs. A little misdirec-
tion, and abracadabra – a lock release 

Catch layout. Mark the location for the catch, 
using the catch itself as a reference to set a 
marking gauge and router plane.

Cut the recess. Hollow out a recess for the 
catch at the mortiser, allowing just enough 
room for the body of the catch itself. 

Hack it off. Brass cuts easily with a hacksaw. 
Mark it, cut it, perfect fi t.

Catch-release hole. Drill a hole for the dowel 
from the inside, then enlarge it slightly from 
the outside.

Side Table with Hidden Compartment
 NO. ITEM DIMENSIONS (INCHES) MATERIAL 
 T W L

❏ 1 Top 7⁄8 16 20 Cherry

❏ 4 Legs 11⁄2 11⁄2 28 Cherry

❏ 1 Back apron 3⁄4 61⁄2 15 Cherry

❏ 1 Inner (hidden) apron, left 11⁄16 61⁄2 11 Cherry

❏ 1 Inner (hidden) apron, right 11⁄16 43⁄4 11 Cherry

❏ 1 Inner (hidden) top rail 5⁄8 2 15 Cherry

❏ 2 Outer side aprons 3⁄4 61⁄2 11 Cherry

❏ 2 Outer front rails 3⁄4 1 15 Cherry

❏ 2 Lower shelf stretchers 3⁄4 2 121⁄2 Cherry

❏ 1 Lower shelf 11⁄16 7 14 Cherry

❏ 2 Drawer runners 3⁄4 1 121⁄4 Cherry

❏ 1 Drawer front 3⁄4 41⁄2 15 Cherry

❏ 2 Drawer sides 1⁄2 31⁄2 127⁄8 Maple

❏ 1 Drawer back 1⁄2 31⁄2 15 Maple

❏ 1 Drawer bottom 3⁄8 121⁄2 13 Cherry

❏ 2 Hidden drawer sides 3⁄4 1 121⁄4 Cherry

❏ 2 Hidden drawer front/back 3⁄4 1 13 Cherry

❏ 1 Hidden drawer bottom 1⁄4 111⁄4 13 Baltic birch ply

❏ 1 Hidden compartment bottom 1⁄4 123⁄16 151⁄2 Baltic birch ply
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side. Insert a 3⁄16" brass rod to act as a 
lock for the drawer, mark it, protruding 
about 1⁄2", and cut it to length with a 
hacksaw. Chamfer the end by drilling a 
3⁄16" hole through a scrap of wood to act 
as a guide, chuck the rod in a cordless 
drill and spin it through the hole while 
holding it against a small fi le. Clean it 
up with some fi ne sandpaper. 

Mark its location inside the false 
apron, bore a 3⁄8"-diameter x 1⁄2"-deep 
hole with a Forstner bit, and chamfer 
the rim with a countersink bit. This 
allows the false apron to close with 
the pin in place. (To access the hid-
den drawer, open the apron and pull 
the pin.) 

A strip of leather prevents that false 
apron from swinging open too far when 
opened; it’s attached at either end with 
those two additional brass cleats – a 
simple little solution. 

Finally, it’s time to cut the top to fi nal 
size. I opted for 11⁄4" overhang and a 

20°, 11⁄8"-wide underbevel, cut at the 
table saw with a tall auxiliary fence. 
Clean up the bevels with a handplane. 

The top gets attached with a cleat 
screwed to its underside that has three 
Dominos that fi t into mating mortis-
es inside the back apron. Two screws 
through the bottom of the front false 
rail lock the top in place, and the Domi-
nos allow it to expand and contract. 

Finishing Touches
If you’ve smooth-planed each part 
along the way, there’s little clean-up 
needed. Go over everything with #180-
grit sandpaper as needed, then apply 
a fi nish. I used three coats of lacquer, 
sanding between coats.

After adding a polish with some 
wax, I installed a hand-cast bronze pull 
to complement the wild curly cherry 
grain. Two brass bullet catches installed 
in holes drilled under the top rail act 
as stops for the drawer so that it can’t 

easily be removed and expose the hid-
den drawer. 

This small table is simple in style, 
and beautiful in form, but complex in 
construction, with double the number 
of parts as a comparable table without 
the secret compartments. But my hope 
is that you can see from this example 
table that incorporating a secret com-
partment or two into your designs can 
be as simple as utilizing some wasted 
space behind a rail. Looking at this 
table, nobody would ever guess that 
there are two good-sized compartments 
hiding in plain sight. If you build one, 
it’s up to you to keep the secret. PWM 

Matthew is the chief gadget offi cer at QLine Design, 
where he designs and builds custom furniture, spe-

cializing in the art of concealment. 

Strike install. One of three little brass pieces 
is the catch for the false apron’s latch. 

For links to all online extras, go to:
■ popularwoodworking.com/nov16

WEBSITE: See more of the author’s work at 
qlinedesign.com.

CLASS: Take a class on incorporating hidden 
compartments with Matthew Dworman at 
the Marc Adams School of Woodworking in 
May 2017.

VIDEO: Take a video tour of this table.

PLAN: Download a free SketchUp model of 
this project.

IN OUR STORE: “A Winchester Desk: Joinery 
Inside & Out,” by Jeff Headley and Steve 
Hamilton.

Our products are available online at:
■ ShopWoodworking.com

ONLINE EXTRAS

Drawer lock. A brass rod acts as a lock for the hidden drawer. Mark its length, cut it to size, and 
chamfer the ends using a small fi le and a drill, guiding it with a hole drilled in a piece of scrap. 
Mark where it ends on the inside of the false apron, and drill a hole, then countersink the rim.

Protect your feet. A 1⁄8" x 1⁄8" chamfer around the bottom of all the legs protects the feet from 
chipping as you move the table. 
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R eaders of this magazine are no 
doubt familiar with the cabriole 
leg. One of the hallmarks of the 

Queen Anne and Chippendale styles 
of furniture, the cabriole is a complex 
curved surface that can be a daunting 
task to the hand-tool only woodworker. 

Compound curves are among the 
most diffi cult things to pull off for those 
of us who pretend it is 1725 and the 
band saw hasn’t yet been invented, but 
craftsmen of the period pulled it off, 
and we certainly can do the same today. 

I’ve tried a couple methods. One 
is based on making curved cuts with 
bowsaws, coping saws and frame saws 
to cut the compound curves close to 
lines drawn on the leg blank using a 
template. The other – the one detailed 
in this article – calls for making straight 
cuts that approximate the tangent 
line of the curves, then shaping and 
smoothing the curves with drawknives, 
rasps, chisels and scrapers. 

In my experience, cutting the curves 
with a bowsaw takes more time than 

cutting straight lines with a ripsaw 
and, because you have to shape and 
smooth the resulting blanks either way, 
I choose the easier and faster roughing-
in method. A good ripsaw is the quick-
est way to accomplish this task in my 
hand-tool only shop. 

Just as important as the speed and 
effi ciency of this method is the joy it 
brings. It is truly a pleasure to take a 
roughly sawn, angular blank and trans-
form it into a smooth, sinuous surface 
with little but your own fi ngertips and 
eyes to guide you. 

Stock Prep
As you know, it can be time consuming 
to achieve with hand tools an absolutely 
fl at, completely square surface that is 
parallel with the opposing surface at 
some exact thickness. But this is usu-
ally an unnecessary use of your time if 
you become familiar with the concept 
of reference surfaces. 

A reference surface is simply a face 
or edge (you need one of each) on which 
you focus your time and effort. You 
need to rely on those surfaces being 
fl at, straight and square to each other. 
Mark those edges with a pencil once 
they’re prepped, and those surfaces are 
the ones from which you take measure-
ments or lay out cuts or joinery. The 
success of your project depends on your 
ability to make and use your reference 
face and edge correctly.

For my project, I started with a wide 
plank of 12/4 walnut and resawed the 
blanks at about 3" x 3" x 183⁄4" – that’s 
3" longer than the legs, but after saw-

PHOTOS BY AUTHOR

Cabriole Legs 
by Hand

B Y  Z AC H A RY  D I L L I N G E R

You don’t need a band saw to shape these classic furniture gams.
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At burnHeart, in a converted tex-
tile mill on the banks of Maine’s 
Saco River, Brendan Bernhardt 

Gaffney rifl es through a box of stain-
less steel “lady legs” (a.k.a. “Danc-
ing Master” calipers) that were laser 
cut in a shop up the road. Overhead, 
lengths of Maine maple share space 
with other local woods that will become 
the Krenov-style cabinet he’s fi nally 
begun or the standard edition of his 
sought-after line of rules. 

“To have a business where I can go 
to the guy who cut down the tree, and 
then speak individually with every 
person buying them and make the 
thing myself is such a nice, complete 
picture of making things,” he says. If 
it’s a picture that taps into the vogue 
for holistic approaches to production, 
independent business models and, of 
course, craft, it also marks the junction 
of Gaffney’s diverse experiences. 

The DIY Student
Making things is second nature to 
Gaffney, whose family includes an 
artist, poet, weaver and woodworker. 
“We’ve had a woodshop my whole life,” 
he says. This thanks to his dad who, 
before fi nding a career in advertising, 
worked “all sorts of funny jobs” across 
Staten Island, including a stint in a pup-
pet shop. “I grew up around people 
making things,” Gaffney says. “That 
was always going to be some angle of 

From Redwoods 
to Red Brick

B Y  CAT H R I N E  O.  F R A N K

Brendan Bernhardt Gaffney: Ruler of Ancient Rules

A modern maker. “I’ve always had this idea 
that whatever it is I’m going to be studying, I 

want to be making it.”

PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR
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what I was interested in doing.” 
After high school, Gaffney attended 

Skidmore College where, true to form, 
he designed his own major in “Sound,” 
bringing art, physics, neuroscience 
and computer science to the study of 
music. In his master’s work in computer 
science at the University of California, 
San Diego, he worked on programming 
and designing both physical and digital 
musical instruments. “I’ve always had 
this idea that whatever it is I’m going 
to be studying, I want to be making 
it,” he says. Opportunities were not 
lacking: He built analog synthesizers 
and worked as the “wood guy” for the 
San Diego Fablab, a community fabri-
cation space. 

But building prototypes for other 
entrepreneurs left him wondering, 
“When do I get to make things?” 

Still in California, he applied to Col-
lege of the Redwoods (CR) and spent a 
year making his tools, working on that 
“fair curve” and confi rming “wood was 
my medium.” He returned to New York 
and spent four months at the manufac-
turer and retail store Tools for Working 
Wood where, as a woodworker among 
machinists, he talked shop with cus-
tomers and gained experience in mar-
keting and sales along the way. 

Equal parts wanderlust and desire 
for his own shop pushed Gaffney to 
Maine, where he worked for a violin 
and guitar maker. Working with a 
luthier offered “the wonderful marriage 
of woodworking and music” and, even 
more, the “small, delicate, nice work” 
he was looking for. 

A Series of Good Ideas 
Gaffney’s interest in making unique 
woodworking tools dates to his time 
at CR. “I was in love with this,” he says 
of making those fi rst planes. “As much 
as making the cabinets was exciting, 
making the tools to make the cabinets 
was really fulfi lling. And then using 
the tools you’ve made – it’s such an 
awesome, holistic thing to take that 
full journey.” 

But as a business venture, tool-mak-
ing was something of a pipe dream. 
His fi rst line of “period correct antique 
rules” – the Japanese kanejaku is noth-
ing if not “small” and “delicate” – began 
as “a fun idea” to share on social me-
dia, but when the fi rst run sold out in 
a half-hour, Gaffney realized, “This is 
not necessarily a one-time, funny, art 
design project.” 

Joining the kanejaku are an Egyp-
tian cubit and span and a Roman cu-
bitus. Based on well-researched, well-
established sets of measurements, these 
“rulers of the ancient world” (the pun 
is intentional) offer a unique point of 
access to their respective cultures. 

Four thousand years ago, Egyp-
tian builders would have used tools 
almost identical to ones used today, 
“other than the measurement system,” 
Gaffney explains, which goes some way 
toward explaining the rulers’ popular-
ity. There’s an even split between buyers 
excited about having “a tangible object 
representing a system that’s 4,000 years 
old” and others who need it because they 
actually want to make a Roman bench. 

Plus, they’re nice to look at and 

touch. Each is handplaned, hand-
rubbed with India ink and French 
polished. The standard editions are 
made of local rock maple, and there 
is a limited edition in period correct 
woods: African blackwood (a form of 
rosewood the Egyptians took in “trib-
ute”) for the cubit and span, Japanese 
cedar for the shaku (another name for 
the kanejaku) and European sycamore 
for the Roman cubitus.

Building on the rules’ success, Gaff-
ney looked to Victorian-era tool design 
and the practice among woodworkers 
and machinists of ornamenting their 
tools. Enter the Dancing Master cali-
pers. “Instead of putting up Playboys 
in the shop,” he explains, making little 
leg calipers may have been the most 
risqué thing they could do. Like the 
handwork that goes into the rules, he 
drills, smooths, polishes and rivets 
each set by hand. 

Design, Craft & Mechanical 
Reproduction
Asked about his favorite tool, Gaffney 
answers immediately: handplane. 

Well-read. “I have as 
many books about 

trees and forestry as I 
do about woodworking 
because it’s such a cool 

part of the process.”

Sound design. burnHeart’s logo recalls his 
days building synthesizers: a sine wave, 
triangle wave and square wave.

Hybrid approach. Though 90 percent of 
Gaffney’s work is with hand tools, he relies 
on powered machinery for roughing out and 
CNC for etching.
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Circular Seating

10' diameter x 35" h

Alex Sutula

Cleveland, Ohio

Though many emulate the organic-
looking joinery of Sam Maloof’s 

work, to do so on a piece of this scale? 
Well, we found that impressive indeed. 
Plus, the seating so perfectly comple-
ments the space for which it was 
intended that we were convinced it 
was the winner. It was constructed in 
three pieces and was assembled on-site.

Alex Sutula became a full-time 
professional woodworker about eight 
years ago after graduating from the 
University of Dayton with a business degree. He fi gured it 
would be easier to start out in the craft he loves rather “than 
one day have to walk away from the fi nancial security and 
stability a more traditional job would provide.”

So he set up shop in a 400-square-foot garage in Cleve-
land and had moderate success selling work at art festivals 
around the region. He now shares a 900-square-foot shop, 
which gives him not only more space and access to more 
tools and machinery, but the luxury of someone off whom 
to bounce new ideas, he says. 

“I build the way I do mostly out of fear…I am afraid a client 
would see a tool mark, a blotch of glue, inconsistent spaces, 
ill-fi tting components and inquire as to why it is there? So 
I end up putting in a lot of time to make sure it’s a polished 
piece inside and out,” he says.

 furnituremakercleveland.com 
 Instagram: @furniture_makers

GRAND PRIZE

Companions & details. Sutula’s piece exhibits clear DNA from the work 
of Sam Maloof, writ large. Sutula also designed and made side tables, 
and a central table with a live edge top, to accompany the circular 
seating piece. 
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Boxes & Smalls

Arts & Crafts Cedar Chest

20" d x 353⁄4" w x 211⁄2" h

Phillip Schmidt

Los Angeles, California

Phillip Schmidt has his daughter to thank for his 
award-winning piece; she encouraged him to design 

his own furniture rather than continue to reproduce 
work shown in Wallace Nutting’s “Furniture Treasury.” 
So, drawing on inspiration from the Arts & Craft tradition 
(and in particular the designs of Charles and Henry Greene), 
he came up with this Honduran and African mahogany chest 
with ebony, basswood and .999 silver inlay. The fl oral inlay 
motif is a nod to the designs of Harvey Ellis, but was mostly 
inspired by a vase in Schmidt’s house.

Schmidt caught the woodworking bug more than 50 
years ago from a high school shop teacher and pursued the 
craft in his spare time when his day job in the aerospace 
industry allowed. Now that he’s retired, he plans to take a 
few woodworking classes (because, he says, he has to catch 
up with his daughter’s shop skills).

Jointer Plane

31⁄2" w x 231⁄2" l

Kenneth Bakley, Jr.

Sewell, New Jersey

Kenneth Bakley began “serious” woodworking (as he calls 
it) about 15 years ago with small boxes, then a portable 

writing desk, then a dovetailed step stool for his daughter. And 
when possible, he began making instead of buying tools when 
he needed them. Bakley has made his own mallets, marking 
gauges, a tool chest and bench, as well as a router table and 
drill press. And recently he began making planes, including 
a rabbet plane and this walnut, maple and mahogany jointer 
that features shop-made inlay.

But that’s not all builds for the shop – he also puts his 
homemade tools to work; right now, Bakely is making 
a “Gwent” game table for a co-worker, based on the 
card game from “The Witcher” series by Andrzej 
Sapkowski.

EDITORS’ CHOICE

READERS’ CHOICE
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Seating

Hans Wegner’s ‘The Chair’

30" d x 24" w x 20" h

Derek Cohen

Perth, Australia

Two of our judges called the execution of this copy of an 
iconic piece “perfect” – but what’s more astounding is 

that Derek Cohen did his with hand tools; the production 
versions were made with machinery and specialized jigs.

The only difference we can see is the seat; Wegner’s were 
caned (and some versions had solid seats), whereas Cohen 
used woven Danish cord (a material used in other Wegner 
pieces). It is a truly stunning homage to the infl uential Dan-
ish designer’s work.

Cohen, in addition to his work as a child psychologist, 
teaches hand-tool classes and has written a number of in-
structional articles, tool reviews and more. He’s also designed 
a full line of commercial marking knives that are made and 
sold by Vesper Tools. 

 inthewoodshop.com

Side Chair

18" d x 20" w x 40" h

Tom Hollis

Winston-Salem, North Carolina

Tom Hollis credits Lonnie Bird with much of his wood-
working success, calling him “a spectacular teacher.” 

That success is on fi ne display in this walnut reproduction 
of an 18th-century Pennsylvania chair with a hand-carved 
shell motif and ball-and-claw feet, and a pierced and carved 
back splat. 

Hollis, who has been a woodworker for 25 years, has de-
signed and built a few contemporary furniture pieces, but says 
he’s most inspired and challenged by the curves and carvings 
of 18th-century furniture – a look he says feels timeless. A 
primary goal with every one of his projects, he says, is to 
stretch his skills by learning a new woodworking technique.

 tomhollis.com

EDITORS’ CHOICE

READERS’ CHOICE
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Tables

Art Deco Chess Table

24" d x 24" w x 34" h

Craig Thibodeau

San Diego, California

You’ve likely seen Craig Thibodeau’s work (including this 
table) before; he wrote an article on its cove-moulded 

profi le for Fine Woodworking, has had his work featured in 
numerous other magazines and has won many awards for 
his work, including grand prize in the 2016 Veneer Tech 
Craftsman’s Challenge. 

This stunning table is veneered in quartersawn walnut 
with a playing surface of walnut burl and holly veneer deco-
rated with ebony and holly trim, and features a drawer for 
chess piece storage. The walnut-veneered legs are capped 
with holly feet banded with ebony string inlay to create a 
more delicate feel. 

Thibodeau studied mechanical engineering in college 
and has taken woodworking instruction with Paul Schurch, 
Patrick Edwards and Brian Newell.

 ctfi nefurniture.com

Maloof Side Table

24"-dia. x 20" h

Jeff Clark

Elon, North Carolina

This tiger maple side table was inspired by the work of Sam Maloof, who Jeff 
Clark counts as a primary woodworking inspiration, along with Wharton 

Esherick, George Nakashima, Michael Fortune, Seth Rolland, Judson Beaumont 
and other modern notables.

After getting hooked by his father’s restoration work and his eighth-grade shop 
class, Clark took a number of woodworking classes over the years, and served as 
vice president of the Piedmont Triad Woodturners Association from 2011-2014. 
He counts “rising to a challenge” among the things that drive him. So, with 
only a few woodworking classes under his belt, but after reading that a 
Maloof-inspired rocker was “one of the pinnacles of woodworking,” he 
signed up for a course therein. “There were three of us taking the course 
and I was much too inexperienced and intimidated, as the others in the course 
were much more advanced woodworkers,” he says. But he was the fi rst to complete 
his rocker. That experience “provided the confi dence that I can build anything 
based on a photo,” Clark says.

EDITORS’ CHOICE

READERS’ CHOICE
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Casework, Cabinets & Bookshelves

Half-scale William & Mary Highboy

11" d x 19" w x 32" h

John Bowling

Mechanicsville, Maryland

The only changes from the inspiration piece to this half-
scale tiger maple and maple burl period highboy is the 

number and arrangement of the drawers in the top section, 
to emulate the smaller footprint of a spice chest. The brasses 
are from Londonderry Brasses. 

John Bowling began woodworking as a teenager, working 
in the stair shop of his father’s building supply and lum-
beryard. After graduating from the Roberto Venn school 
of Luthiery in 1998, he honed his precision skills as an 
acoustic guitar maker at Collings Guitars before turning to 
antique restoration.

Since 2007, Bowling has owned Dellabrook Woodworking 
& Restoration, where he builds on average about 40 pieces 
for customers per year (this highboy is one of them), along 
with restoration work.

 dellabrookwoodworking.com

Cantilevered Night Stands

18" d x 16" w x 21" h

Richard Wile

Bedford, Nova Scotia

A custom metal bracket with slotted holes for movement 
is the magic behind these “fl oating top” fi gured-cherry 

night stands that Richard Wile designed for his son. The 
magic also captured the fancy of online votes – Wile is the 
overall winner in the Readers’ Choice voting.

Wile has been an amateur woodworker for more than 30 
years. Initially, he was drawn to 17th through 19th-century 
Western European furniture, but he’s spent a lot of time in 
Europe recently and now fi nds inspiration in contemporary 
work – Danish modern in particular.
 richard-wile.blogspot.ca

EDITORS’ CHOICE

READERS’ CHOICE
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Turnings, Carvings & Objets d’Art

Flowing Fascination

20" d x 20" w x 47" h

James Duxbury

Graham, North Carolina

This cherry and maple fl oor-model kaleidoscope (that breaks down for porta-
bility and storage) has a 30°, 60°, 90° mirror system, 333mm eyepiece, interior 

lighting and a removable, oil-fi lled object cell. A crank arm rotates two sets of 
wooden gears turning the object cell, and features an 11-position locking elevation 
harp with 360° horizontal swivel. The fl uted stand features a Celtic knot inlay.

James Duxbury, who fi rst learned woodworking from his fi nish-carpenter 
father, was a sheet-metal worker, HVAC contractor and properties manager be-
fore “retiring” to his shop, where he turns almost every day. He also holds two 
patents, including one for his Resp-O-Rator, a mouthpiece respirator designed 
to function well even with beards, as with ear and eye protection. 

 duxterity.com/ec 

Whitetail Woodlands

48" w x 36" h

Tom Kaldunski

Farmington, Minnesota

Tom Kaldunski designed the woodland theme 
for this piece, which uses 19 varieties of wood 

chosen for their various colors (along with some 
bark for texture) that range in thickness from 1" 
to 2". Each piece is individually cut and shaped, 
with special attention paid to grain direction to 
better evoke a natural look. 

Kaldunski’s fi rst pictures in wood were painted plywood puzzles he made with 
his daughters. After inheriting some publications featuring the intarsia work of 
Judy Gail Roberts, Kaldunksi was inspired to combine his furniture-making and 
puzzle skills and give it a try. He’s made more than 50 works of intarsia since. 
Though he hasn’t counted the pieces in “Whiteland Woodlands,” he knows there 
are many. Each piece was handled at least eight times during his process, and he 
spent more than 220 hours on the project.  PWM

EDITORS’ CHOICE

READERS’ CHOICE
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One question I am often asked 
is, “What hardware should I 
use?” And the answer is usu-

ally, “It depends.” 
What did you build? Are you refi n-

ishing or restoring? Is your work an 
original or a reproduction? 

Whether you’re looking to stick to 
tradition or break from it, I believe it’s 
helpful to understand the history be-
hind the hardware – where it’s been 
and where it started – when selecting 
knobs and pulls for your pieces. 

To provide a little more insight, I’d 
like to walk through the main historical 
periods of American furniture brasses. 
To keep things brief, I won’t get into 
hardware from other parts of the world 
(French and German hardware can 
be quite nice, though). I guess I could 
explore Shaker hardware, but I just 
don’t fi nd wood knobs that exciting. 

William & Mary
In 1660, England’s King Charles II had 
just come out of exile to reclaim his 
throne. (I should note that American 
furniture brasses, with the exception 
of the Craftsman style, originated in 
England.) 

This period is known as “The Res-

toration,” and we know furniture and 
hardware from this era as William & 
Mary style (they took the reign(s) in 
1689). The style, at least in terms of 
hardware, was produced from about 
1660 to the early 1700s, and was largely 
made of brass, with some occasional 
cast silver pieces.

William & Mary hardware and 
furniture were generally quite ornate, 
with features such as Dutch drops or 
teardrops paired with rosettes in a va-
riety of patterns, from cast fl orals to 
hand-chased diamonds to the more 
subdued round rosettes. Drops were 
most commonly fastened with cotter 
pins, although some pieces were fi xed 

with posts and fi ngers to create cup-
board turns.

Queen Anne
In the years to follow, the hardware 
world saw manufacturing techniques 
advance, resulting in shapes of greater 
detail – a style known as Queen Anne. 
The Queen Anne era ran from the late 
1600s to about 1750. This was also the 
fi rst time the now-iconic cabriole leg 
was used on furniture pieces.

Hardware of the era was delicately 
cast with decorative designs such as 
piercings or chasings on the face. The 
chasing patterns were small, decorative 
stampings, almost always fl oral, and 
applied with a hammer. Drawer pulls 
were typically fastened with either a 
post and nut or cotter pin. A short and 
stubby threaded screw was cast into 
a knob’s back – we refer to this as a 
breadboard screw, though technically 
it’s a hanger bolt. 

Chippendale
As we move into the Chippendale 
period, some of you might argue for 

Brief History of Furniture Brasses
A concise chronicle of furniture hardware styles to help you build it better.

PHOTOS BY THE AUTHOR

250 years of hardware history. Pieces from Ball & Ball, Craftsman Hardware Company, Horton 
Brasses and Londonderry Brasses.

William & Mary drop pulls. Delicate chased 
rosettes with drops mounted on cotter pins. 
Dutch drop by Ball & Ball, teardrop by Lon-
donderry Brass

Queen Anne pulls. A pierced pull from Ball 
& Ball.

       



popularwoodworking.com ■ 61

a variety of specifi c dates. That’s un-
derstandable (there’s certainly some 
discrepancy), but here I defi ne the era 
as 1754 to about 1790 and note that the 
time periods overlap.

Thomas Chippendale was a man 
of many talents, most notably design, 
furniture making and writing. His book 
“The Gentleman and Cabinet Maker’s 
Directory” defi ned the era of furniture 
and its metalwork, providing the defi ni-
tion we still use today. 

Chippendale brasses are highly 
decorative brass plates, often called 
bat wing brasses, with delicate bails 
and posts. It is important to realize 
that in this time period, the metal itself 
was extremely expensive – a far greater 
production cost than labor. Larger pulls 
were typically formal and most com-
monly found on expensive pieces of 
furniture. Brasses were always hand-
polished, as they better refl ected light 
that way. In the days before electricity, 
evening lighting was at a premium, so 
brasses of all types served both form 
and function.

George Hepplewhite and Thomas 
Sheraton followed in Chippendale’s 
footsteps. Hepplewhite’s book “The 
Cabinet Maker and Upholster’s Guide” 
(published posthumously in 1788) pop-
ularized a new, lighter design style with 
delicate inlay and curvilinear forms. 

A few years later, Sheraton published 
a four-volume book called “The Cabi-
net Maker’s and Upholster’s Drawing 
Book.” The publications were widely 
infl uential, and we have come to know 
the furniture and associated hardware 
as Hepplewhite, or Federal, style.

The tail end of the 1700s and start 
of the 1800s saw development of new 
metal-working technology. Tool and 
die makers of the time were enamored 
with the fine detail they could now 
put into metal, resulting in the arrival 
of stamping as a metal-working tech-
nique. Toolmakers started producing 
beautiful stamped plates and knobs to 
suit the furniture inspired by Sheraton 
and Hepplewhite. 

American tool and die makers tend-
ed toward themes celebrating patrio-
tism (eagles and fl ags were popular), or 
imagery such as fl owers and wheat that 
represented the New World’s bounty. 

It’s my opinion that this style of 
hardware was the fi nest ever produced.

Victorian
Throughout the 1800s, both Chippen-
dale and Federal styles experienced 
revivals, and as the West was settled, 
much of the furniture and hardware 
produced was utilitarian in nature. 
The next new period, however, was 
the Victorian era. 

The motto for the Victorian period 
could have been “anything worth do-
ing is worth doing to excess.” Victorian 
hardware was highly decorative, with 
elaborate, f lashy patterns stamped 
into very thin metalwork. This was 
the fi rst era of mass-produced hard-
ware, as thousands of these pieces 
were stamped, fi tted to production-
line furniture and shipped everywhere. 
A downside of mass production, of 
course, is the too-common drop in 
quality – a lot of junk got made at this 
time – but some pieces were quite spec-
tacular. The Eastlake style in particular 
held up very well.

Craftsman, Arts & Crafts 
& Mission
What we now know as Craftsman, Arts 
& Crafts and Mission styles all began 
as rejections of Victorian excess.

Out went the pretty fl oral patterns 
and mass-produced pieces. Designers 
such as Gustav Stickley, Charles and 
Henry Greene and William Morris cre-

ated new, original designs that shared 
little (save joinery) with the past.

Patterns were typically made from 
heavy brass, copper and bronze, then 
hammered and patinated to a very dark 
fi nish. At the time, the idea was to let 
the work show but, ironically, this 
may be the fi rst time period where the 
brasses were patinated to artifi cially 
create a new look.

So how does this all relate to you, the 
furniture maker? Knowing what came 
before can help guide your choices. 
This applies to joinery, fi nish and, of 
course, hardware. You can adhere to 
or break from tradition – either path 
can lead to success, but your work will 
always be better if you fi rst learn your 
history.  PWM

Orion has worked in his family’s multi-generation 
hardware business, Horton Brasses 

(horton-brasses.com), for more than 15 years.

For links to all online extras, go to:
■ popularwoodworking.com/nov16

BLOG: We have many posts about hardware 
on our website; you’ll fi nd those at popular 
woodworking.com/materials/hardware.

ARTICLE: Learn how to install knife hinges.

ARTICLE: Learn how to install a half-mortise 
lock.

ARTICLE: Learn how to install hinges in mor-
tises.

Our products are available online at:
■ ShopWoodworking.com

About This Column
Learn what you must know to choose and 
install the perfect hardware on your wood-
working projects.

ONLINE EXTRAS

Various pulls. Chippendale in a high polish, 
an oval-shaped Hepplewhite and a typical 
fl oral Victorian, all from Horton Brasses.

Authentic Craftsman style. Heavy metal with 
hammered surfaces made from solid copper 
and with a patinated fi nish. (Craftsman Hard-
ware Company, Marceline, Mo.)
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A reader of my blog (at popular-
woodworking.com) asked me 
to explain what polymerized 

oil is. So here goes. On one level the 
explanation is incredibly simple and 
on another it’s representative of all that 
makes fi nishing and fi nishes so hard to 
understand. Let’s begin with a defi ni-
tion of polymerization.

It is nothing more than the way 
certain finishes, including oils and 
varnishes, cure – that is, change from 
a liquid to a soft or hard solid. Oils cure 
soft; varnishes cure hard. Polymer-
izing is simply crosslinking. A whole 
bunch of monomers, which are single 
molecules, attach themselves to each 
other chemically to form polymers. 
That’s polymerization.

The most common way this happens 
with oils and varnishes is by oxidation. 
Oxygen enters the fi nish and causes the 
molecules to hook up, or crosslink. Me-
tallic driers, which are often sold sepa-
rately as “Japan drier,” act as catalysts 
to speed the drying. Boiled linseed oil 
and all varnishes, including polyure-
thane varnish, have driers added by the 
manufacturer. Raw linseed oil doesn’t 
have driers added, so this oil takes a 
very long time to cure – often months, 
even with all the excess removed.

Tung oil, the other common drying 
oil besides linseed oil, doesn’t have dri-
ers added by the manufacturer. But this 
oil dries rapidly enough so that it can 
function as a wood fi nish. The caveat 
here is that you have to be careful if 
what you want is really tung oil. Most 
of the products labeled tung oil are ac-
tually varnish thinned about half with 
mineral spirits (paint thinner). Instead 
of drying soft and slowly, they dry hard 
and much more rapidly. If a thinner is 
listed on a container labeled “tung oil,” 
the product is thinned varnish.

It might help to make a distinction 
between oils and varnishes that haven’t 
polymerized yet and oils and varnishes 
that have had something done to them 
by the manufacturer to start the polym-
erization. Using this distinction, we 
could create a category. Polymerized 
oils are those that have been partially 
polymerized so they will complete their 
curing faster when exposed to air.

The problem, as you’ll see, is that 
this doesn’t work well because the fi n-
ishes claiming partial polymerization 
are too different to fi t into a category. 
Nevertheless, this is the defi nition I’m 
going to use. Polymerized oils are those 
that have been partially polymerized – 
that is, cured – before they are put into 
the containers.

History
Back in the early days of the woodwork-
ing renaissance in the 1970s, the word 
“polymerize” was tossed around a lot, 
usually to indicate that an oil, most 
commonly Watco Danish Oil, cured 
or polymerized “in” the wood rather 
than “on” the wood. I remember myself 

using the word with clients to impress 
them. I had no idea what I was talking 
about, but I was using Danish oil, and 
“polymerize” made it seem special.

Of course, this is silly. All drying 
oils polymerize in the wood because 
they soak in and cure.

Then a product called polymerized 
tung oil started getting a lot of atten-
tion. It’s different than regular tung oil 
because it is put through a cooking pro-
cess that changes it chemically, making 

Explaining Polymerized Oil
Simple in theory, not in the real world.

PHOTOS BY THE AIUTHOR

Varnish. Getting in on the polymerized ac-
tion, and adding to the confusion, Wood-
worker’s Supply sold this varnish for a while in 
the 1990s with “polymerized” in the name.

Three “polymerized” oils. The three oils that have some claim to 
being polymerized are too different to be thought of as a category.
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People react with shock and hor-
ror when they learn I have elec-
tric machinery in my Kentucky 

workshop.
After all, I’ve been writing almost 

exclusively about handwork for almost 
20 years now. And yet anyone who is 
more than an acquaintance knows that 
I adore heavy iron, and that I coddle my 
machines like prize French bulldogs. 
So what’s the deal?

I like all the woodworking tools, 
from chisels to CNC routers. I want to 
know them all – inside and out – so I 
can do my best work with the smallest 
amount of stupidity swirling around in 
my shop. Here are two simple examples:

Stupid: Making a jig to cut a com-
pound angle on the table saw.

Not stupid: Knifi ng a line and cut-
ting the compound angle with a carcase 
saw.

Stupid: Processing 200 board feet of 
rough lumber with a jack plane.

Not stupid: Using an electric jointer 
and planer to do the work in an after-
noon.

Perhaps I’m just trying to be effi -
cient, but I don’t see it that way. I choose 
different tools or machines to remain 
a furniture maker at all times. I don’t 
want to become a machinist where jigs, 
numbers and precision measuring tools 
guide my work. And I don’t want to be 
a donkey, using the little time I have 
on this earth to do a mindless chore 
(ripping 12/4 maple) out of some af-
fectation.

What’s also part of this is that I re-
fuse to acknowledge a difference be-
tween using hand tools and machines. 
For me, the tools are neutral. What 
imbues them with menace or joy is 
how they are used.

When I worked at a door factory, the 
radial-arm saw we used to cut stiles and 

rails was the symbol of my subjugation 
there. I was chained to that machine 
for the entire day, scared witless that I 
would lose a fi nger.

In contrast, my table saw at home 
puts food on the table. It allows me to 
work for myself – not at some factory 
– and to spend my day designing furni-
ture, cutting dovetails and assembling 
bits of wood instead of ripping, ripping 
and ripping some more.

You might think this attitude would 
lead me to use machines for everything. 
Not so. I use handplanes constantly. 
They touch every surface of my work. 
I don’t use them out of some reverence 
for the past. I use them because they 
are faster than sanding (there’s only 
one “grit” – done) and leave a superior 
surface.

But you only get to see this trade-off 
if you know both sides intimately – both 
the drum sander and the smoothing 
plane.

So why do I write almost exclusively 
about handwork? That’s easy. During 
the last 60 years, using woodworking 
machinery has been covered to death 
and to perfection. We don’t need anoth-
er book of router jigs, or tips on tuning 
a band saw, or Swiss-Army-knife-like 
fi xtures for the table saw.

The world of handwork is endless – 
you can never know it all because there 
is more than 2,000 years of recorded 
history with these tools to explore. I’m 
just trying to balance the equation and 
help return handwork to its rightful 
place in the shop.

But you can bet that if the pendulum 
swings too far, I’ll be happy to write 
about the unfettered joy that’s possible 
from a spiral carbide cutterhead.  PWM

Christopher is the editor at Lost Art Press and owner 
of a 12" Northfi eld jointer (neener, neener!).

PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR

Why I Adore my Machines
Grab your torch and pitchfork; the hand-tool guy has a table saw.

For links to all online extras, go to:
■ popularwoodworking.com/nov16

WEBSITE: Read more from the author at 
lostartpress.com.

IN OUR STORE: “Mastering Hand Tools,” a 
2-DVD set by Christopher Schwarz.

Our products are available online at:
■ ShopWoodworking.com

ONLINE EXTRAS

Circular logic. Is this cutterhead the giant 
wheel of industrial oppression or the means 
to escape it? It depends.

       








