Getting Started in Woodworking

What To Do First

Many people recommend taking a woodworking course before doing anything else. I’ve never done that, but I would still like to and I think it’s a good idea.

The next thing I recommend is learning to sharpen chisels and handplanes. There are several ways to go about this, but the simplest, cheapest, and most idiot-proof (spoken as one who would know) method is by using plate glass, sandpaper, and a honing guide. Often referred to as the “scary sharp” method, it is described in great detail on various web sites and in magazine articles. Once you can sharpen and use hand tools, you feel much more confident about everything else.

Finally, I would spend some time learning how to cut dovetail joints by hand. Most projects you build won’t use dovetail joints and there are lots of ways to cut dovetails using machines. Nevertheless, by the time you have learned to cut dovetails by hand you will have become familiar with basic hand tool techniques that carry forward into everything else you do. Besides, it’s very satisfying to learn this centuries-old technique. 

Woodworking Books and Magazines

Before buying any tools or making anything I would buy and read a few books:

· Understanding Wood by Hoadley

· Sharpening by Leonard Lee (available at Lee Valley)

· The Workshop Book from Taunton Press (available at http://www.taunton.com/)

· The Handplane Book from Taunton Press (available at http://www.taunton.com/)

· The two- or three-volume set on woodworking by Tage Frid, who is a famous woodworker

· Understanding Wood Finishing by Bob Flexner

The best woodworking magazine is Fine Woodworking from Taunton Press. American Woodworker has more of a Popular Mechanics feel, but still includes worthwhile information, especially for us novices.

What to Build First

Don’t start with the huge entertainment center or the complicated chair. Start with a stool or a bedside table or a simple bookcase. There are zillions of plans for useful, simple projects. The worst thing is to build something poorly, or to become frustrated with a project that exceeds your skill level.

Many woodworkers, myself included, fall into the trap of spending so much time concentrating on our tools and workshops that we forget to build anything. Having nice tools and a nice shop is fun, but building stuff is what ultimately makes woodworking satisfying.

You have probably watched The Yankee Workshop with Norm Abrams on PBS. Their web site has dozens of good plans for all woodworking skill levels. For all the good that Norm Abrams has done popularizing woodworking, however, the standard criticism is that he relies far too heavily on power tools – he has six power tools for any given job. Woodworking is more fun and often even quicker and more accurate with hand tools.

And having said all that, I will now turn around and say that building a workbench is a great place to start. I recently made a simple bench from plans off the internet (it’s called “Bob’s Bench”), and it has greatly improved my woodworking. Believe it or not, there are lots of internet sites devoted to benches. My only word of caution here is to again keep it simple – I’ve heard horror stories of novice woodworkers taking three years to complete a bench that was just too much for their ability. You can safely plan on building at least two benches during your life, probably more, so the first one doesn’t have to be a museum piece.

Buying Tools

Too many woodworkers buy tools for the sake of buying tools, as if they were collectors rather than woodworkers. Stay away from that mentality. Instead, buy only the tools you need for the project you’re about to build. 

Do not, under any circumstances, buy low-quality tools. I once heard a woodworker say “The only tool purchases I have ever regretted are when I tried to save money by buying the tool of lesser quality.” Amen. If you can’t afford the tool you want, either wait and save up until you can or figure out a way to build the project using a different tool. In this regard, bear in mind that you can often do the job with hand tools, and hand tools are cheaper.

Like everything else, you normally get what you pay for with woodworking tools. But not always. There is a brand of power tools called Grizzly that consistently sells at steep discounts to other name brands, yet everything I hear about them is positive. Maybe they are the exception that proves the rule.

Sources of Tools

Very few bricks-and-mortar stores sell high-quality woodworking tools, especially hand tools. Woodworker’s Warehouse is one, but even they are sketchy on many items. Consequently, plan to buy all of your tools through catalogs or over the internet.

For power tools, Amazon.com is becoming the major catalog source. They have very good prices and a great return policy.

The two catalogs I use primarily are Lee Valley Tools  and Garrett Wade Tools. Both have great Web sites: http://www.leevalley.com/home/main.asp and http://www.garrettwade.com/.

I also have a whole bunch of woodworking web sites bookmarked on my computer. Among my favorites is the site for Lie-Nielsen Toolworks (http://www.lie-nielsen.com/), a company that makes top-of-the-line handplanes and handsaws. More on them later.

Hand Tools

Before you buy any power tools, I would recommend buying some hand tools, specifically (i) a set of chisels, (ii) a few handplanes,  (iii) a few handsaws, (iv) sharpening tools, (v) measuring and marking tools, and (vi) clamps. 


Chisels – There are lots of different chisels out there. A brand called Two Cherries is rated among the best. But at first, I would buy some ubiquitous Marples blue-handled chisels. A set of five or six will cost about $40 and should be plenty.

Handplanes – I would buy three handplanes: a low angle adjustable mouth block plane; a #4 or #4 ½ smoothing plane; and a jack plane. If you want to spend lots of money and get the best, buy all three from Lie-Nielsen. Otherwise buy one from Lie-Nielsen and the others from Veritas (Lee Valley) or someone else. Owning a Lie-Nielsen will show you what a handplane should be.

Sharpening Tools – To sharpen the chisels and handplanes you are going to need:

· Just about any electric bench grinder. The slower the speed the better.

· Good grinding wheels, which you can buy from Lee Valley (they are white or pink).

· A grinding jig, which you can buy from Lee Valley.

· A few pieces of quarter inch plate glass, which you can buy from a local glass supplier, or from one of the tool supply places.

· Sandpaper up to 2000 grit – you can get grits up to about 320 from woodworking sources and the other grits from automotive supply stores.

· A light-duty spray adhesive to stick the sandpaper to the glass.

· A honing guide, which you can buy from Lee Valley.

There is a sharpening “system” on the market called Tormek. Lots of people swear by it, but I’ve never used one and I manage to get my tools sharp without too much effort.

Special-Purpose Saws – Buy a dovetail saw and a tenon saw. Again, I’d get at least the dovetail saw from Lie-Nielsen so you can see what fine handsaws can do.

General Purpose Saws – Buy a couple of handsaws for general crosscutting and ripping. You don’t really need such handsaws if you’re going to have power tools, but the more woodworking I do the more I appreciate being able to cut boards with turning on a screaming motor and inhaling a lot of fine dust. You can get traditional Western saws from Lee Valley.  The alternative is to use Japanese saws, but I tend to prefer the Western variety simply because that’s what I’m used to (Western saws cut on the pushstroke, Japanese saws on the pullstroke).

Measuring and Marking – I use .5mm mechanical pencils for woodworking because of the fine line. You should also buy a good tape measure (Lee Valley has a good one), a good 12 inch combination square (Starett is the best), and a little steel square about two or three inches long. I also swear by a device made by Incra that is hard to describe – its little fence rides against the edge of a board and it has a zillion tiny holes in the face, each the size of a .5mm pencil lead and each measuring an exact (down to 64ths) measurement from the face. Start with the six inch version of that tool.

Clamps – You can never have too many clamps. Bessey is the best brand, but expensive. I also find a million uses for these little yellow clamps you tighten with the squeeze of one hand. I own four and use them all the time.

Power Tools

Thinking about, comparing, and buying power tools is what most woodworkers seem to spend most of their time doing. An enormous amount is written on the subject, and everyone has an opinion.

At the top of almost everyone’s list for the first and most indispensable power tool is the table saw. After that, these are the most common entries:

· Bandsaw

· Drill press

· Planer

· Jointer

· Lathe

You do not have to own all of these tools to make any project. In fact, you might never own all of those tools, depending on what you want to build and how you want to build it. I still don’t have a jointer and rarely use my lathe. Buy only what you need for the next project.

Those are the “major” power tools. You should also own some smaller power tools, including (i) a cordless drill, (ii) a regular circular saw, (iii) a biscuit joiner, and (iv) a medium-size router (about 1 ½ horsepower). Many people swear by the random-orbit sander and I own one, but I have mixed feelings about using it for fine woodworking.

I own a radial arm saw, but as far as I can tell not many other people do. Hard core serious woodworkers seem to use the table saw for cross-cutting boards, while the vast majority of woodworkers use a power miter saw, usually a sliding compound miter saw.

I’m not going to bore you comparing various brands of power tools. Every issue of every woodworking magazine has at least one tool review, and these reviews generally are useful and reliable. I will, however, say a couple things about choosing a table saw, the topic that consumes more space than any other in the woodworking world.

You basically have three choices. You can buy a “contractor’s saw” for about $650; you can buy a standard North American “cabinet saw” for about $1,800; or you can by a European table saw for prices beginning at $2,500 and continuing into the stratosphere (say, $12,000). You will probably not be interested in the contractor saw option, so we are really talking about the choice between the North American saws and the European saws.

(I myself use an old benchtop contractor-like saw given to me by Mikel, my grandfather. I probably would have upgraded by now if not for sentimental reasons.)

 There are about five “standard” brands of North American cabinet saws: Grizzly, Jet, Delta, Powermatic, and General. The Delta Unisaw is the model on which all of the others are based. Based on the anecdotal evidence I’ve seen, the top of this group in terms of quality seems to be Powermatic and General. The Grizzly is about half the price of the others and people swear by it.

When you buy one of these saws, you get a tested design that is about 100 years old. You get a solid iron table, a powerful motor, and a good fence. Then you start adding on to it, buying or building various jigs and fixtures that have evolved over time. The North American saw is the standard in North American woodworking, so you really can’t go wrong buying one of these machines.

 The European machines are a somewhat different and much more refined animal. Brands include Robland, Rojek, Hammer, and Felder. I have seriously considered buying the Rojek myself. With European saws you get primarily three things: vastly better dust collection; much better safety with the addition of a “riving knife” that prevents kickback; and a sliding table that greatly facilities a number of jobs, including the processing of large panels. The European machines are also more refined than their North American counterparts, generally tuned to finer tolerances. At the upper level – represented by Felder – the tolerances are so fine they seem to me overkill for woodworking, since wood itself is an unstable material.

It is worth saying about table saws and power tools in general that if you buy known brands, everyone always seems happy with the decision he made. Like picking colleges within a dozen similar entries, it is hard to make a bad choice.

I often hear woodworkers say they have found great deals on used power tools, especially table saws. This makes sense, because the old cast iron machines have a longer useful life than their owners. However, I have not found a reliable source for used machinery. You might have better luck.

Finally, a discussion of power tools in general and table saws in particular would not be complete without mentioning European combination machines: a single machine that combines table saw, jointer, planer, shaper, and (sometimes) horizontal boring tool. These machines range from about $6,000 (Robland and Rojek) to more than $15,000 (Felder). Don’t even think about the American counterpart, that piece of garbage whatever it’s called. These are extremely high-quality tools and can make sense, especially for the space-restricted.

With that very brief summary of power tools, start looking at magazine reviews. Just don’t get lost in the “what should I buy” syndrome, as so many woodworkers do.

Dust Collection

There are two pieces of the dust-collection equation. The first piece is an overhead air filtration system like the one I just bought – it’s just a big metal box with a fan that forces air through a series of filters. It has made a big difference in my shop.

The second piece is the central system that sucks the dust away from a tool as you’re using it. Now that the FDA has decided wood dust is a carcinogen, every shop should have such a system, and the market is responding with lots of entries. My shop doesn’t have a central dust collection system yet but soon will.

Finishing

Most woodworkers, myself included, don’t spend nearly enough time learning about finishing or devote nearly enough time to finishing the projects we’ve built. Done well, finishing a project can take as long as building it.

Fortunately finishing is not very expensive. Some brushes and rags are really all you need by way of tools, and the varnish, shellac, and other wood finishes are cheap. Only when you move into spray finishing does the cost increase, but you can wait a long while, maybe forever, before taking that step.

The Workshop

Designing a workshop is like designing a family room. You probably want the television (i.e., table saw) where everyone can see it, but beyond that each person will have his own favorite design, depending on what tools he uses and how he works. I’ve seen workshops that looked like Martha Stewart’s kitchen, meticulous and spotless, and others that appeared to have been redesigned by a tornado, and both were capable of turning out fine woodworking.

Apart from the workbench, you want to have places to put things while you’re working on them and other places to put things away when you’re not using them, hopefully in a closed drawer or cabinet where they won’t become covered with dust. You also need light – plenty of light.

My view of building a workshop is like my view of acquiring tools. You build what you need as you need it and allow the thing to grow around you, conforming itself to you rather than the other way around.

