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The people’s Windsor
BUILD A HANDSOME CHAIR WITH AN
INEXPENSIVE KIT OF TOOLS
B Y

C U R T I S

B U C H A N A N

PART 2: POSTS, SPINDLES, AND CREST RAIL
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UPPER STRUCTURE
All parts except seat split from green wood and shaped with a drawknife.
Approx. 181⁄4 in.
23⁄4 in.

To obtain expanded plans
and instructions for the
Democratic Chair, go to
Curtisbuchananchairmaker.com
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his chair, which I call the small-d “democratic
chair” because I designed it to be widely
accessible, made with as few tools and as
small an investment as possible, is also one
of my favorite chairs to build—-it’s just fun to
make. I described building its undercarriage
in FWW #292, and here I’ll explain how I make the
upper half. Like the legs and stretchers in the first part,
the spindles, posts, and crest rail that comprise the upper
structure are split from the log of any good hardwood.

Shaping the parts
First split spindle blanks from the log, then shape
them with a drawknife. I flatten one radial face and
the adjacent tangential face. Once the other two faces
are shaped to dimension and the spindles are square,
I create the lower and upper tapers. Then, still using
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greenwood

continued

spindles

Square up your stock. Flatten one radial face of the blank, then flatten
an adjacent tangential face. Set a marking gauge to 7⁄8 in. to scribe lines
parallel to the flat faces, and drawknife the last two faces flat.

Taper the square. Once you’ve got the spindle square, use the
drawknife to taper the four faces from the peak toward both ends.

Split the spindles. With a hatchet and maul, split out blanks for the
spindles from a green log. Aim for blanks roughly 11⁄2 in. square. Use
wedges and a sledgehammer to do the initial splitting of the log.
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Turning a square taper octagonal. Having shaped the spindle to
a square-sectioned double taper, shave off the corners to make it
octagonal. After drying the spindles, form the tenons at each end with
a drawknife, fitting them to a test hole. Other options for cutting the
tenons: spokeshave, tenon cutter, steel drive plate.
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crest rail

Fit the crest rail to the bending bar. After splitting out the crest rail
blank, squaring it up with the drawknife, and then taking it octagonal,
Buchanan shaves one end round to fit into a cheater bar that will help
him bend it.

the drawknife, I shape the spindles to an octagon and set them
aside to air-dry. I finish the drying by placing them in a lightbulb kiln or near a woodstove. Once the spindles are dry, I cut
the upper and lower tenons to size with a drawknife.
I make the posts in much the same way I shaped the legs
in Part 1. They get shaved square first, then tapered toward
the ends and shaved to a slight saddle between the peaks.
After carving off the corners to give the posts an octagonal
cross-section, I shape the tapered tenon at the bottom slightly
oversize. I let the posts sit out for a week or so, and then
superdry the tapered tenons and size them to fit my reamer. I
then bore and ream the post mortises in the seat.
Shape the crest rail by first flattening one side with the
drawknife, being sure to follow the long wood fibers. I start in
the radial plane for easy cutting. Flatten the adjacent tangential
plane, then cut the other two faces to a 15⁄16-in. dimension.
Finally, shape the crest rail to an octagon with the drawknife.
If you have access to good bending wood like white oak, you
can bend the crest cold. Otherwise, you will have to steam it to
get it to bend. After bending, place it to dry in an area with low
humidity. You can speed up the process by putting it in a lightbulb kiln or near a woodstove.

Drill and assemble
You are now ready to drill mortises in the posts to accept the
crest rail tenons. First place the posts in their respective seat
mortises and use spring clamps to hold the crest rail to the
back of the posts. Rotate the crest so it crowns upward about
1⁄4 in. Next, lining up your drill bit with the extra length of the
crest rail, drill the mortises. Measure between the posts at the
mortises to determine the length of the crest rail. Then, if you
haven’t done so already, shape the crest rail tenons. Assemble
www.finewoodworking.com

Some bend without steam. When bending certain species of green
wood—like ash, and the white oak shown here—the crest rail can be
bent cold. With other woods, Buchanan will steam the crest rail for 30
minutes before bending.

Rudimentary bending form. Buchanan’s adjustable peg-and-wedge
bending form is quick to make and easy to use.

Cut tenons on the curved rail. After letting the crest rail cure on the
bending form for several days, Buchanan shapes overlong tenons on both
ends.
January/February 2022
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continued

drilling and assembly

the crest rail to the posts and place them as a unit in the seat.
Lay out the position of the spindle mortises in the crest rail
and on the seat. Drill 3⁄8-in.-dia. through-mortises in the crest
rail, sighting down to the locations of the corresponding layout
marks on the seat as you do so. Then switch to a 1⁄2-in.-dia. bit
with a drill extension to bore the spindle mortises in the seat.
Placing the point of the bit on the layout mark on the seat, lean
the extension against the crest rail at the corresponding mortise.
Drill all the spindle mortises in the seat using this method.
With all the parts and joints ready, insert the spindles into the
seat, then add the crest rail and posts. With a chisel, split the
tops of the spindle tenons where they extend through the crest
rail, and glue and drive in wedges to lock them in place. After
cutting off most of the extra length of those wedged tenons,
dome what’s left with your drawknife.

Crest rail tenons guide the drilling. After setting the back posts in
place, Buchanan clamps the crest rail to them from behind. Then, as he
drills mortises in the posts, the crest rail’s overlong tenons serve as a
visual guide to the angle of the mortise.

Curtis Buchanan makes chairs in Jonesborough, Tenn. Special thanks to Jeff
Lefkowitz, whose drawings of the chair provided the foundation for the ones
in this article.

Follow the dowel. When mortising for the crest rail, Buchanan stopped
when the bit’s lead screw just emerged. To finish, he takes a few turns of
the brace from the other side. To guide this final drilling, he puts the post
in a vise and a dowel into the mortise, then aligns his bit with the dowel.

Spindle mortise
layout. Once
the crest rail
tenons are fitted,
Buchanan transfers
his centerline from
the seat to the rail
and lays out the
spacing for the
spindle mortises
top and bottom.
The long and short of spindle mortising. After drilling throughmortises for the spindles from above in the crest rail, Buchanan adds an
extension to his auger to drill the stopped spindle mortises in the seat.
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Featuring hands-on
classes for all skill levels
taught by nationally
known craftsmen including
Will Neptune
Steve Latta
Peter Follansbee
Darrell Peart
Mike Pekovich
and more!

Fine Woodworking editors
and guests discuss
woodworking topics.
Join the conversation at

ShopTalkLive.com

Winter Sale
GET THE BEST DEAL OF THE SEASON
Special pricing on your machine or accessory order!
CALL OR EMAIL US TO SECURE YOUR
WOODWORKING MACHINERY OR ACCESSORIES!
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FELDER GROUP USA
CALL TODAY FOR MORE INFO Toll free 866-792-5288
sales-us@felder-group.com | www.feldergroupusa.com
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drilling and assembly c o n t i n u e d

Upper carriage assembly. After drilling the
spindle mortises, remove the posts and crest
rail, and insert all the spindles into the seat.
Then gradually fit the posts and crest rail.

Wedging the crest rail. With the top spindle
tenons still overlong, cut the crest rail tenon to
length and drive a wedge to lock it in place.
Trim and lock the
spindle tenons.
Buchanan trims
the spindle tenons
so they are about
1
⁄4 in. long, then
secures them with
glued wedges.

Facets at the
finish. Buchanan
uses the drawknife
to dome the tops of
the spindles and to
chamfer the top of
the post.
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