FINISHING TIPS FROM THE GRAHAMSTOWN WOODWORKERS’ GROUP

ACHIEVING THE PERFECT FINISH BY CHRIS TERRY

Surface preparation is vital, particularly with any gloss finish, where any 

deviations from perfection reflect light and show up the defects.

A card scraper is a quick, cheap, and effective method of preparing a 

surface, and avoids dust and attendant health hazards.  It is particularly 

effective for cleaning up wood with really wild grain, where hand planing 

tends to rip out the wood where the grain is running the wrong way.

No finish completely fulfils all the required criteria: we would all like a 

single finish that is waterproof, heat proof, easy to apply, easy to repair, 

has a great appearance, dries instantly (or immediately after you have 

applied it), etc., but there is no such finish.

Gloss finishes often tend to look a little cheap and nasty (because they 

reflect rather broad, slightly ragged rays of light), while matt finishes 

often tend to look a little dull.

My own preference in appearance for most wooden articles is a high gleam, 

rather than a shine. Typically a wax finish gives the right appearance, but 

marks easily and is not waterproof.

Some of the finishes mentioned were:

Shellac (in the form of Rustins Button Polish, from The Hardware Centre and 

as Gobelins Padding Lacquer from Strand Hardware - characteristics are 

virtually identical so they are probably virtually the same thing) - easy to 

apply on turned work, but tends to be lumpy on flat surfaces. Very quick 

drying. Can be easily rubbed out with fine steel wool (0000, obtainable from 

Strand Hardware), and top coated with a paste wax or beeswax.

Rustins Danish Oil (from Strand Hardware) - very easy to apply: you just 

wipe on a fairly thick coat. (Application varies a little as the various 

coats are applied, but the instructions on the tin are easy to follow.) With 

a number of coats a nice gleam begins to emerge. It can be used as an 

undercoat (eg for wax, varnish etc). Care must be taken with the cloths used 

for application, because of the risk of spontaneous combustion - rags should 

be spread out to dry or kept in an airtight container. It requires about 8 

hours drying for each coat, depending on thickness of application of course.

Woodoc. This seems very sensitive to the type of wood - it dries quickly on 

Meranti, but on Imbuia or african blackwood it takes forever to dry. I 

demonstrated a method of application very different from that indicated on 

the pack - just a single drop, spread over a fairly large surface area, 

dries quite quickly (about 2 weeks!!), and one or two layers of this very 

thin application begin to form a barrier, so that later coats dry much 

faster. The final appearance is similar to a waxed finish, and is 

waterproof, but this is not a method to use on a quick weekend project made 

of Imbuia! It might be possible to speed the process significantly by using 

a barrier coat of shellac first. The project I did like this, took about 2 

months to finish, because of the long drying time between even the 

micro-thin coats. Would I use this method again? For the right project, 

definitely - the final appearance was well worth the effort. (Of course the 

actual application time was very short - it's the drying time that delays 

things.)

Novathane, gloss and matt - For my taste, gloss polyurethane is too glossy, 

while matt is too dull. (I have tried mixing the two, but the resultant 

finish tends to be a little streaky unless you keep stirring it.) Using very 

fine steel wool I rubbed the samples of these finishes, then buffed them up 

by rubbing hard with a piece of cloth. The resultant finish on both samples 

is much closer to the appearance of a wax finish, and has the advantage of 

being waterproof. (A great finish for small side tables on which drinks are 

frequently placed!) While both samples end up with similar gleams or shines, 

the gloss finish is a little more transparent and you seem to "see" deeper 

into the wood. (The stearates in the matt make it slightly cloudier in 

appearance.) Though my hasty demonstration might not have shown this, it is 

possible to get a very uniform appearance on the project, and it is a really 

good looking finish.

Waterbased polyurethane (Woodgard Interior Floorgard, from Strand Hardware.  I bought a 5 litre tin, though I presume it comes in smaller quantities) - I have used this on turned african blackwood pieces for bagpipes (and articles turned from other woods). Several coats need to be applied, but once a fairly thick coat has been built up, the article can be sanded with fine 

Waterpaper, followed by 0000 steel wool, and then polished with a very mild 

abrasive - I use the Tormek honing paste - to achieve a very high quality 

gloss finish. The same finish can be achieved on flat surfaces, but it helps 

to be young and fit, as it takes some hard rubbing!

I apply this waterbased polyurethane with a fairly small artist's brush 

while the turned article is spinning at about 400 rpm in the lathe (higher 

speeds tend to fling the finish all over the room, though if you use a light 

stroke and the brush is lightly loaded with the finish, it remains on the 

article at slightly higher speeds (I have used 700 rpm successfully), and is 

a little easier to smooth out at higher speeds. This finish is quick 

drying - typically about 4 to 6 minutes, depending on how thick the coat is. 

It is easy to see that it is dry, as it goes from milky to clear. Before it 

goes completely clear it seems to be dry enough that you can take the 

article out of the lathe without risk of runs and sags. Two wonderful 

qualities of waterbased polyurethane are that there is virtually no smell, 

and clean-up of brushes is cheap and easy.

The only down side for this method of application is that the finish clogs 

sandpaper easily, though steelwool works very well. Apparently waterbased 

finishes are quite difficult to spray, though I would have thought that the 

quick drying characteristic would make this work fairly well for spraying. 

Spraying would make it much easier to obtain a fairly smooth finish on a 

large flat surface.

I have also used this finish using a sponge paint roller for a large 

surface. It gave the typical slightly orange peel surface that paint rollers 

generally give, which was fine for my particular requirement. Because it is 

quite difficult to roll it on really thick and because it dries very 

quickly, I think it would be hard to get a smoother surface with a roller, 

and on large surfaces it would be very difficult to brush without 

brushmarks.

I also mentioned my frequent use of Huggies Wipes, which are wonderful for 

removing traces of epoxy glue from your fingers while it is still wet, 

removing oil before handling wood, wiping off traces of finish from your 

fingers, etc etc.!

FINISHING TURNED ITEMS BY ANDREW STEVENS

The final surface must be good BEFORE you add any finish.

Use paper towel rather than cloth for applying finish to turning items.

Finishes for articles that are going to be used with food should be 

checked for the presence of potentially harmful additives such as 

heavy metals.  Raw linseed oil better than boiled linseed oil because of 

driers in the latter.  Beeswax and carnuba wax are good.  Liquid 

paraffin/commercial oil?

SPRAY FINISHING TIPS BY ANDY HATTING

Always wear a mask MADE for spray-painting. A dust mask is NOT suitable for fumes.

Try to spray in the mornings or evenings, but try and avoid sprayingin rainy/wet weather.

Ensure a clean spray gun is used.

Depending on what spray medium you use, the general mix between thinners and spray medium is about 1part spray medium to 1.5 parts thinners, but this can vary according to finishes and methods.

Hold the spray gun between 6 and 8 inches away at a squarish angle from the surface you need to spray.

Wait about ten to fifteen minutes (not sooner) between coats.

Be frugal with the amount of spray on the surface if the item is upright because the spray medium runs very quickly if items are vertical.

Keep the spray gun very clean, and keep both inner and exterior nozzles clear.  Soak in thinners at all times when not spraying.

Try to use a catalysed finish like Turbobrite (using the Turbobrite catalysed sealer first,  which you can paint on by hand and then sand when dry).

Give any catalysed coating about 24 hrs to mature, because  the catalyst will react against a second coat if sprayed on too soon.

Generally a Turbobrite mix will remain usable for about two hours.

