
For most woodworkers, finishing is a 
chore to be put off as long as pos-
sible. So they wait until after a piece 

is assembled to figure it out. Instead, fin-
ishing should be one of the first things 
on your agenda; if it isn’t, you will work 
yourself into a corner—literally. 

At age 13, I ran across a guy who painted 
cars. I really enjoyed watching him work, 
and later learned to do painting and fin-
ishing myself. I worked for years in that 
industry, and along the way I learned a 
lesson that has become invaluable in my 
woodworking: Look at each piece as a col-
lection of parts. Just as a vehicle breaks 
down into the hood, the trunk lid, the 
doors, etc., a piece of furniture can be 
broken down into components. 

This step-back cupboard, for example, 
consists of the doors, the face frame, 
the shelves, the crown molding, and 
other distinct parts. Not only is it much 
easier to sand and pre-finish these parts 
before they are assembled, but I also have 
a number of ways to modify the design 
of the components slightly to simplify
 finishing. 

On this cupboard, the upper cabinet in-
terior is spray-painted and the rest of the 
piece is finished with Waterlox wiping var-
nish, but you can use my techniques with 
any type of finish. 

Finish While You Build
Pre-finish parts 

and then control 

squeeze-out for a 

fast, flawless finish
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Think finish before you cut and glue
Few woodworkers are handy enough with 
dyes to be able to harmonize boards of 
different colors. Therefore, spend some 
time at the lumberyard sorting through the 
boards for matching color and grain. 

Once you get the wood home and be-
gin to lay out the parts on the boards, it 
often pays to alter the dimensions of your 
piece slightly. Unless you’re building an 
exact replica, the design usually has a 
little flexibility. Say you have two beauti-
fully matched boards that are ideal for the 
tabletop but are 1⁄4 in. narrower than your 
planned width. It is much better to com-
promise on the design and use the best 
matching boards for the premier surface. 
No amount of skilled wood coloring will 
make up for an ill-matched top. 

Pre-finish the interiors and anticipate 
squeeze-out—After finding the best match 
between the boards and the individual parts 
of the project but before you do any assem-
bly, think about the finish. For example, on 
this step-back cupboard, if you assemble the 
top case and glue in the shelves, sanding or 
scraping and finishing will be very difficult 
where the parts meet at 90º. Instead, finish 
the entire interior of both upper and lower 
cases now. You may have some touch-up 
to do later, but finishing these panels while 
you can lay them flat is much easier than 

Sand before you assemble. Scrape or sand 
boards while they can be laid flat. Once a piece 
is glued together, it is much harder to reach into 
corners either by hand or with a machine.

Pre-finish interiors

Temporary han-
dles. Screw blocks 
of scrapwood to 
each end of the 
shelves. You’ll be 
able to handle the 
shelves cleanly 
while finishing 
them, the glue sur-
faces are protected, 
and both sides can 
dry at once.

You dado the sides of the case before assembly, so why not finish them too? A few minutes 
spent prepping the components for finish saves hours trying to finish the assembled interior.

Mask off glue 
surfaces. Clear 
finish or paint will 
interfere with glue’s 
ability to bond 
wood, so use mask-
ing tape to seal off 
surfaces that will 
be glued.

Finish the inside. Whether you use a brush or spray gun, it is much easier to finish the inte-
rior of the upper cabinet before the cabinet is assembled.
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wrestling with the whole case. You also will 
get much better results. 

Mask off areas that will be glued. On 
shelves that are finished on both sides, 
screw on end caps sized to cover the en-
tire area on the shelf ends that will fit into 
the dado in the cabinet sides. In this way, 
you can turn over the shelves without 
marring the finish, both sides can dry at 
once, and the area to receive glue remains 
unfinished. I find that 1⁄8-in.-deep dadoes 
give ample shear strength, are easier and 
cleaner to cut, and leave plenty of material 
in the shelf sides for adding the screws and 
antique-looking square plugs I used in this 
piece (see bottom photos, facing page).

After applying the finish, remove the 
masking tape from the glue surfaces and 
dry-fit everything. Now apply masking 
tape to the areas adjacent to glue surfaces. 
When you glue the cabinet together, any 
squeeze-out will collect on the tape and be 
easy to remove. The alternative is trying to 
remove squeeze-out in hard-to-reach areas 
that are already finished. 

Make and install the face frames—
Here again, some pre-finishing and mask-
ing tape can spare you a lot of agony. Apply 
finish to the inside edges of the face frame. 
Before gluing the face frame to the carcase, 
place tape on the adjacent surface of the 
carcase to protect it from squeeze-out. Don’t 
worry about the exterior, because those sur-
faces will remain accessible and you’ll be 
scraping or sanding them after the piece is 
assembled. No matter how particular you 
are, you may still get some glue on the 
wood. Don’t try to wipe it off with a damp 
cloth; instead, let the glue set until it’s semi-
firm like chewing gum, then use a chisel or 
scraper to peel it off the surface. Now clean 
the wood with acetone; it removes the glue 
better than water and works with PVA, poly-
urethane, epoxy, and hide glues. 

A neat trick for attaching moldings
With the two carcases glued up, it’s time 
to focus on the smaller parts, starting with 
the base and crown moldings. Any time 
you have a cross-grain application, such 
as where these moldings contact the sides 
of the cabinet, two issues come into play. 
First, the expansion and contraction issue 

Tape and peel. 
When you dry- 
assemble the piece, 
place masking tape 
adjacent to glue 
surfaces (above). 
Disassemble and 
apply the glue 
(right). When the 
parts are glued up, 
any squeeze-out 
goes onto the tape 
and is easily peeled 
away (below).

Protect from squeeze-out You don’t want to scrape dried glue off the pre-finished interior, so position 
some blue masking tape to catch any glue that squeezes out.

interior shelves
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Tape the cabinet 
edges. Apply tape 
to the interior cabi-
net adjacent to the 
face frame (above) 
to make removing 
excess glue much 
easier (left).

Pre-finish adjacent parts. The face frame 
will be next to the already painted shelves, so 
pre-finish the edge before attaching it.

Drive the screws. As well as the 
hole for the shaft, drill ¼  -in.-dia. 
holes to receive the head.

Square peg, round hole. Taper 
the tip of a square peg and then 
glue and tap it into the screw hole.

Meant to show. When finish is ap-
plied, the square pegs stand out.

Neil reinforces shelf-to-side 
panel joints with screws, but 
matching filler to the finished 
wood is problematic. Sink trim-
head screws ¼   in. below the 
surface. Tap in a square peg 
with diagonals slightly greater 
than the hole’s diameter. Once 
dry, saw and sand the peg flush, 
apply a finish, and it will resem-
ble an antique square peg. 

A novel way to hide screw holes

FACe FrAMes

prevents gluing on the pieces all the way 
across—an inch or two at the front is as 
far as you dare go. Second, there is risk of 
cross-grain sanding scratches.

However, there’s a nice, simple trick that 
solves both problems at once. For the base 
molding, rather than using a narrow strip 
of wood that must be nailed to the cabinet 
with the subsequent nail holes to fill, make 
the molding a couple of inches wider and 
then notch it to fit under the lower case. 
This allows the base to be screwed to the 
underside of the cabinet using slotted holes 
in the sides of the molding that allow for 
movement. The horizontal top section of 
crown molding is attached to the top in the 

If you get surplus glue on 
the wood while the glue is 
curing, remove any residue 
with acetone.

T IP
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Notched molding. The base molding fits under 
the cabinet instead of being nailed to the front 
and sides. This means it can be pre-assembled 
and screwed on.

Shopmade circle. On a piece of wood slightly 
thinner than the depth of the hole in the miter 
joint, just start to drill a hole with the same bit 
and then cut out the circle on the bandsaw.

Drill a hole. Use a Forstner bit just smaller 
than the corner area to drill a little more than 
halfway through the wood. Keep the point just to 
one side of the joint to avoid splitting it.

and drill halfway through. Now bandsaw 
a piece of wood slightly smaller than the 
diameter and depth of the hole. Glue the 
circle into the hole with the grain running 
perpendicular to the miter joint.

Prep and finish a frame and panel  
before assembly
Solid-wood panels are designed to move 
within the frame. While this is a neat 
solution to the problem of wood move-

Pre-assemble moldings Instead of nailing on pieces of molding at the last minute, make them into a robust 
separate unit, pre-finish them, and attach them to the cabinet with hidden screws.

same way using slotted screw holes. The 
base and the crown can now be prepped 
and finished independently of the rest of 
the cabinet. The sides of the cabinet can be 
worked unobstructed, removing the risk of 
cross-grain scratches. 

I have a novel way to reinforce the rela-
tively weak miter joint at the front corners 
of the molding. After the miter is glued and 
dried, take as large a Forstner bit as will 
fit into the notched section of the molding 

Don’t forget the frame. Sand the inside edges 
of the frame parts before the panel is inserted 
and the frame is glued together.

Frame-and-panel tips It is almost impossible to finish an assembled  
frame-and-panel neatly. Plan ahead!

Finer grits for end grain. To prevent the end 
grain on a raised panel from absorbing too 
much finish and turning dark, sand it succes-
sively with P320-, P400-, and P600-grit paper.

ment from a woodworker’s perspective, it  
presents a number of problems to a finish-
er. When the frame and panel are finished 
after glue-up, an unfinished area that sits in 
the grooves becomes exposed if the panel 
contracts later. On the other hand, if finish 
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Protect the finish. After the frame has been 
glued together, you probably will need to flush-
sand the joints. To avoid damage from the sand-
er, tape off the nearby sections of panel. 

Divide and 
conquer. It is 
much easier to 
prep and finish 
the molding and 
the case sides 
before joining 
them.

Home stretch. By finishing individual parts 
separately and controlling glue squeeze-out, 
Neil ensures a flawless finish.

A stiffer joint. Glue the circle 
into the hole with its grain perpen-
dicular to the line of the joint.

the components done, check to see if any 
finish needs touching up before assem-
bling the cabinet. Screw on the moldings 
and feet, nail or screw on the pre-finished 
backs, and attach the doors. By taking the 
time and making the effort to plan ahead, 
you’ll be rewarded with a finish worthy of 
your masterpiece and a lot less hassle.  •

Charles Neil is a woodworker and finisher 
in New Market, Va. 

frame has been glued together. It is much 
easier to prep these areas while they are 
still individual parts. 

On a raised panel, the end-grain beveled 
area will absorb more finish and appear 
darker than the rest of the panel. To avoid 
this, it is necessary to sand this area with 
much finer sandpaper or use some other 
form of absorption control. You can either 
finish just the profiled part of the panel 
or, if you prefer, the entire surface. With 

“glues” the panel into the frame, either the 
panel will split as it tries to contract, or it 
will break the frame as it tries to expand. 

Second, it is nearly impossible to scrape 
or sand the sides or back of a raised panel 
and the inner edges of the frame after the 

Finish the parts. Apply finish to the 
panel (above) and the inside edges of the 
frame (left) before glue-up.
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