
Master Cl ass 
Low-tec h  m et h o d  fo r ve n e e red co l u m n s 

Seamless columns, exotic 

woods. This entire desk, 

including the two sets of 
columns, is veneered with 

plum-pudding Cuban 
mahogany. For more on this 
piece, see the back cover. 

B Y  W .  P A T R I C K  E D W A R D S 

During the early 19th century, American and European furniture 
makers commonly used veneered columns as both structural and 
decorative elements. When I began to restore antiques more than 30 
years ago, I wondered how the columns were made. My research 
originally suggested that the turned columns were coated with hot 
animal glue, and then wrapped with veneer followed by wet jute 
webbing. When the column was rotated in front of a fire, the web­
bing would heat and shrink, effectively clamping the veneer in place. 

Unfortunately, my early efforts to duplicate this method met with 
such dramatic failures that I abandoned the idea for 20 years. It re­
mained one of the mysteries of the trade, and I continued to search 
for answers to the problem. 

I joined an international conservation group in France about 10 
years ago, which was researching how protein glues could be modi­
fied with urea to make them liquid at room temperature. A lightbulb 
went off in my head. Finally, I was able to see how the early wood­
workers could easily wrap veneers around columns using animal 
glue. They modified the glue! 

I began my own research and eventually found a glue recipe and 
veneering method that work perfectly. Using this method I have ve­
neered a wide variety of columns, ranging from a diameter of about 
1 in. to as large as 12 in. The process is simple and effective, and it 
adds a dimension to my work that makes it dramatic and unique. 

Use elastic bands and  l iquid h ide glue 
After making my glue discovery, my next attempt at  gluing veneer to 
columns employed rubber inner tubes cut into strips, but they left 
marks and produced uneven pressure. Then I discovered Rep Bands at 

Turn a straight column and secure it well. Glue 

cloth-backed sandpaper to a square of plywood to 
make a low-tech smoother for turnings. To secure 
the column, make a set of extra long benchdogs 

(right), with a screw tip poking out of each. Also, 

tape off the tenon areas of the column. 

Cut the veneer to size. Make a pa­
per template rather than bending the 
dry, brittle veneer. The veneer should 

overlap � in. at the seam. 
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M a s  t e r e I a s s  ( c o n t i n u e d )  

Wet the veneer, warm the 

glue. Soak the veneer first in 

warm water, rolling it loosely 

so that it will fit into a large 
pot. Place the glue bottle in hot 

tap water to raise the glue 
above BO°F before applying it 
to the glue face. 

Heat the column and 

apply glue. To maxi­

mize the working 

time, dampen the col­
umn and preheat it 
with a hot-air gun. 

Note that the tenon 
areas are wrapped 

with tape for easy glue 
cleanup. Brush on the 

warm glue quickly. 

a medical-supply oudet. These 
4-in.-wide elastic bands are 
sold in 50-yd. (part #A518015) 
and 6-yd. (part #A508805) 
rolls by Sammons Preston 
Rolyan (800-558-8633), I use 
the plum color, which is the 
strongest, and I cut lengths 
according to the job. 

For liquid hide glue I use 
Old Brown Glue, which is a 
modified liquid animal glue 
mat I make and sell (619-298-
0864; www.wpatrickedwards 
.com). You also may experi­
ment with Milligan and Hig­
gins 192-gram glue (518-
762-4638; www.milliganl868 
.com) by adding common 
urea (sold at chemical-supply 
oudets as a fertilizer) until it remains liquid at room temperature. 

To min it to a runny viscosity for dus job, Old Brown Glue should 
be warmed above 80°F. A bath of hot tap water works fine. By the 
way, me bottled glue can be rewarmed many times widlOUt losing 
its effectiveness. 

You also will need a single piece of veneer large enough to cover 
dle column and a solid wood turning for dle core. I prefer to use 
eimer poplar or Honduras mahogany for dle core wood, depend­
ing on dle quality of me project. Mahogany turns and takes glue 
slighdy better man poplar. 

To work properly, me veneer shouldn't have any cracks or flaws, 
and the grain should run lengmwise along dle column. It is possi-
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ble to use burl veneer or veneer with seams, but that medlod is too 
complicated to cover in mis short article. 

Turn a column and secure it to the bench 
Turn me solid-wood column using normal lame tools, producing 
either a straight column or a straight-tapered column. It is ex­
tremely important mat dle column be smoom, because any bumps 
or dips will telegraph mrough dle veneer. 

I mount most of my columns in metal capitals, which means mat 
I turn slighdy smaller tenons at each end of the column. 

To hold columns for veneering, I made long, oak benchdogs and 

Wrap the veneer. Mak­
ing sure the veneer ends 

are aligned, hold it in 
place as you turn the col­
umn and wrap the band­

ing. Anchor the elastic 
beyond the veneered 
area before wrapping it 

over the veneer. Overlap 

each previous wrap by 

half, creating a smooth 
double layer, and anchor 

the ends with tape. 

drove a long wood screw into 
the tip of each one, widl the 
point protruding on the face 
(left). I adjusted me clamping 
pressure to allow dle work to 
be rotated with some resis­
tance. Mount the column so 
dlat it is about 6 in. above dle 
bench. Place newspaper un­
der dle column to protect me 
bench from drips. 

Be sure to tape off the tenon 
areas to protect them from 
dle mess. 

Apply the veneer 
First, wrap a paper template 
around the column to help 
you size the piece of veneer. 
Soak the veneer in a tray of hot 
water for about 15 nunutes. 

Remove the veneer from 
the hot-water bath and use 
paper towels to soak up the 
excess water on the surface. 
Next, apply a generous coat­
ing of glue (using a brush or a 
roller) to the glue face of the 
veneer. I also like to heat up 
the wood column, using a 
hot-air gun, before the glue. 

ow wrap dle veneer around 



M a s  t e r e I a s s  ( c o n t i n u e d )  

Cut a straight seam. 

Tape a straightedge 

over the center of the 

overlap and pull it 

against the tape to 

stabilize it. Use a 

veneer saw or sharp 

knife to trim through 

both layers of veneer. 

first 24 hours, the animal glue remains flexible enough to allow the 
wood to shrink as it loses moisture. 

After 24 hours the veneer will have shrunk enough to allow you 
to cut an accurate seam. First, remount the column in the bench­
dogs and remove the elastic band. Dampen an abrasive pad (3M 
makes these) with cold water to remove as much excess glue as 
possible at this point, to avoid later sanding. Wipe the surface 
dry immediately. 

Place a straightedge along the center of the seam overlap and 
hold it in place with either spring clamps or tape. Using a veneer 
saw, cut along the straightedge through both layers of veneer. If 
you use a knife, watch its tendency to follow the grain. 

ow use a warm iron or another heat source to heat the area 

Heat the seam to loosen the glue. Use a veneering iron or a household iron on a low setting 

to heat the seam area (left). Remove the excess veneer. One piece will fall off the outside, but 

the other strip must be pried out from beneath the seam (right). 

along this cut. To test the temperature of 
your iron, hold it near your face. If it 
feels dangerous-warmer than hot tea­
lower its temperature. When the glue 
loosens along the seam, reach under the 
veneer to remove the small scrap of ve­
neer that remains, then brush a bit more 
glue under the seam, reheat the joint, 
and use a veneer hammer to press the 
joint closed. Replace the elastic band 
and place the column aside for another 
24 hours. When the column is com­
pletely dry, remove the elastic band, 
and wipe off any leftover glue residue 
with a damp, cool abrasive pad. Finally, 
sand the dry surface. D 

the column, holding it in place with 
your hands. 

Start wrapping a length of the elas­
tic band evenly from one end of the 
column to the other, allowing the 
excess glue to squeeze out onto 
the newspaper. 

The start is critical. It helps to have 
a raw wood area-the tenon areas 
work well for this-in which to an­
chor the wide elastic band before it 
contacts the veneer. Also, don't allow 
the veneer to twist as you wrap the 
rubber banding; it will be impossi­
ble to cut the seam on a spiral. 

Overlap each previous layer by 
almost half, so you get almost a 

Repair the seam. Apply 

warm glue again (above) and 

reheat the seam with the 

iron, then use a veneer ham­

mer (right) to press it down as 
it cools. Rewrap the column 

with the banding and wait. 

double layer of banding along the column. If the wrapping doesn't 
go as planned, unwrap it and start again. You have about 10 min­
utes of open time before the glue starts to become gummy. The 
elastic band will not stick to the glue, and excess glue can be 
cleaned up with cold water. 

Wait a day, and then fix the seam 
Modified animal-protein glue is ideal for this application because 
it takes longer than synthetic glue to set up and cure. During the 
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Trick for trimming 

the ends without 

splintering. Mount 

the column in the 

lathe and turn it by 

hand while stabilizing 
a sharp knife against 

the tool rest. Scribe 

lightly at first and then 

increase the pressure 

to finish the job. 



When W. Patrick Edwards built this 

French Empire bonheur du jour, 
he not only reproduced the appearance 

of the original, but he also reenacted the 

process of its making. For Edwards, this is 

business as usual .  He has been repairing, 

conserving, and reproducing antique fur-

niture without the use of modern 

machines for 35 years. 

His passion for French Em­

pire furniture takes him to 

France twice a year in search 

of veneer and hardware. He 

brought his hardware supplier in 

Paris photos and measurements 

of the original gilt-bronze locks 

and keys, column capitals ,  and 

bases and discovered that the 

pieces were practically stock 

items. His supplier, it turned out, 

had made the original hardware 

two centuries before. 

Meant as a place to read or 

write letters, the bonheur du 
jour is mounted on wheels so 

it can be rol led into the best 

light. Edwards veneered it with 

plum-pudding Cuban mahogany 

and gave it a French-polish finish. For 

more on how Edwards veneered the 

columns, see Master Class, p. 108. 
-Jonathan Binzen 
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