
“parts list,” much better than “cutlist.” 
Where a cutlist might encourage you to 
think in simple terms of sizes and saw 
cuts, a “parts list” tells you to think of 
the components as distinct parts, each 
having a different role in the finished 
piece and in many cases coming from 
different types of boards, even 
though they might be 
the same 

fundamentals

take the time to make one. It will 
help clarify your ideas about how 
the piece will go together and how it 
will look—the joinery you will use, 
the lumber species and thicknesses 
you need, the correct grain patterns 
for each part, and so forth. 

Done thoroughly, the drawing is 
the most direct way to fully document 
your project, to literally have a clear 
picture of every part that goes into it. 
And you’ll need that knowledge when 
you head to the lumberyard. 

Make a woodworker’s shopping list 
Every new woodworker eventually 
hears about the advantages of buying 
lumber from a “cutlist,” an organized 
inventory of all the wood needed to 
complete a project. 

Recently, though, I decided 
I like the term 

Make your cutlist 
a ‘parts list’ instead

LUMBER-BUYING STRATEGY WILL GIVE 
YOUR PROJECT A SMARTER START 

B Y  A S A  C H R I S T I A N A

I magine for a moment that you 
had the run of a furniture factory: 
all the tools you needed at your 
disposal and a bottomless stack 
of roughsawn cherry, maple, and 
walnut to pick from. 

It’s a nice daydream, isn’t it? Not 
exactly.

On a rushed assembly line, the 
worker doesn’t get to choose boards 
individually or map out furniture parts 
for the best appearance of the grain. 
You, on the other hand, have a huge 
advantage: the time to choose just the 
right lumber—just like the time you’ll 
spend making sure every joint comes 
together strong and true.

Choosing lumber is a process, maybe 
the most important one of all. Here’s 
how to do it so you come home with 
the right boards to make your project 
come alive. 

Start with a drawing 
If you are not working from 
a detailed, dimensioned 
drawing like one of the 
exploded illustrations in FWW, 

A smart buyer 
makes a smart list 
The most basic parts list includes the 
type and number of each part, along 
with dimensions. Make your list more 
helpful by including notes about the 
type of grain you want in each part and 
the rough thickness.
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species. Regardless of what you decide 
to call your list, compile it this way: 
Spread the drawing out in front of you 
and refer to it as you make a list on a 
separate sheet. Write down the name 
of every part in the project—one to a 
line. On each line, note how many of 
that piece the project requires (“4 legs,” 
for instance), and the part’s finished 
thickness, width, and length, including 
joinery. 

If you buy your lumber from a 
lumberyard that sells roughsawn stock, 
be sure to also list the thickness of the 
rough stock you want for each part. 
To get a 3⁄4-in. finished thickness, for 
example, you’ll want 4/4 roughsawn 
boards. For good measure, add roughly 
1⁄2 in. to the width and an inch or two to 
the length of each piece.

Make note, too, of instances where 
you’ll want to take parts from the same 
board for good grain and color match. 
And, just to be safe, you might also want 
to mark down types of grain: flatsawn, 
riftsawn, quartersawn.

Because you’ll almost never find 
boards that fit your needs exactly, you’re 
likely to wind up with a bit more stock 
than you strictly need. That’s fine. You’ll 
want the extra for test cuts or repairs. In 
fact, if you think you may have cut it 
too close, throw in one nice extra board 
to be sure.

How to pull diamonds from the rough 
All of this work leads to the lumberyard, 
where you will find those beautiful 
finished parts in the piles of rough 
lumber. 

Remember: The decisions you make 
here are ones that you will live with for 
years to come. So take your parts list, 
and take your time. Start by spending 
a few minutes to make friends with 
your lumber guy. Explain that you are 
a furniture maker and need some extra 
time to pick through the piles. 

For the two walnut end tables I made 
recently for our free video series, 
Getting Started in Woodworking, I 
needed a couple of 4/4 flatsawn 
boards for the tabletops, each with 
a very nice grain pattern, so I could 
cut it into three pieces, match the grain 

fundamentals continued

Mark out parts. Once you’re home, it’s easy to get mixed up about which boards you intended for 
which part. To keep things straight, it can help to mark the parts directly on the stock with a lumber 
crayon before you leave the lumberyard.

Step one—bring the list. 
Attach it to a clipboard 
(right) or leave it in the 
tablet so it’s easier to make 
notes as you work. Also 
bring a tape measure, a 
block plane, and a lumber 
crayon (and a friend?). 
Lumberyards stack boards 
of each species by thick-
ness, so it makes sense 
to choose all of your 4/4 
boards at the same time, 
for instance. Sort by eye at 
first, looking for the grain 
and width you want. Use 
the tape measure to gauge 
the amount of clear stock 
between defects. 

At the lumberyard
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Christiana selected a single, 4/4 board. 
He chose flatsawn stock for its attractive 
cathedral grain pattern and found a board 
long enough to yield three equal segments 
of clear stock for the top and three 
for the shelf.

at the edges, and turn it into a 
beautiful panel. 

I also needed some more 4/4 stock 
for the aprons and the shelves, nothing 
really special but still clear and close to 
final size. As I added boards to my take-
home stack, I kept track by making a 
check mark next to the corresponding 
parts on my list. Then I headed over to 
the 8/4 walnut for the legs. Here I didn’t 
want flatsawn grain anymore; I wanted 
riftsawn stock. That’s where the growth 
rings are diagonal on the end grain, so 
you get relatively straight grain on all 
four faces of the leg. I found a nice clear, 
narrow piece with very straight grain, 

One table from three boards

To get the straight grain lines in the 
legs, too, Christiana searched the stack of 
8/4 stock for a riftsawn board with 
enough length and width to 
yield all four legs.

For this table, Christiana used a single board for each of the three major components, 
greatly enhancing the consistency of color and grain in each finished piece.

one that I could take all 
of the legs from, going 
two across all the way 
down the board with 
very little waste.

Following this process, 
it’s easy to make sure that you 
come home with the right boards for 
your project, and that you bring home 
enough material without buying too 
much.

You’ll drive home worrying only about 
potholes and sharp curves, instead of 
your project. ☐

Asa Christiana is editor of Fine Woodworking.

1. TOP AND SHELF

3. LEGS

Table legs work 
best visually when 
the grain runs 
straight up and 

down their length 
on all sides. So look for 
diagonal end grain, which 
signifies riftsawn stock. 

Boards are edge-glued 
to make up top’s width.

Continuous grain wraps 
around the apron.

T IP

For a step-by-step video series on this 
table project, go to FineWoodworking
.com/extras.

Online Extra

Still searching 
through the 4/4 
stack, Christiana 
found a riftsawn 
board with straight 
grain lines for the 
apron.

2. APRON
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