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Long favored by furniture makers, it’s           beautiful, plentiful, and easy to work

The virtues of Black   Walnut
Fresh out of high school and working to earn college tuition, I 

spent several summer days helping to tear down an old timber-
frame barn in northern Ohio.

As my employer and I began crosscutting a timber to remove it, we 
noticed that the sawdust was a beautiful purple-brown. The timbers 
framing his barn were, each and every one, black walnut.

After nearly 50 years, I still find the memory painful. This was long 
before the heyday of sal-

vaged barn lumber, 
and the owner was 
interested only in 

getting the old structure out 
of the way. We carried all of those 

beautiful walnut beams to the burn pile.

Modern, with a traditional background
Happily, plenty of black walnut has found 
better use as one of America’s most versa-
tile and popular cabinetwoods. Reviewing 
the work of contemporary furniture-making 

icons such as George Nakashima, Tage Frid, and Sam 
Maloof, one sees a lot of this hardwood. But black wal-

nut’s popularity goes back much further.
Native Americans ate the nuts, dyed animal skins with the 

hulls, and fashioned pipestems from walnut twigs. Colonists 
and pioneers found the easy-splitting, decay-resistant wood ide-
al for log- and timber-frame structures and for split-rail fences. 
From its earliest days, the U.S. military insisted on black-walnut 
gunstocks for their shock absorption, stability, and grip. 

American furniture makers have always used black walnut, 
even if some overlooked its beauty—early homemade pieces 

often were finished with paint. The wood was popular for fine 
furniture in Colonial times but became even more so in the 19th 
century. In the Ohio farm country where I grew up, it seemed every 
family had a piece or two of heirloom solid-walnut furniture.

More recently, black walnut has seen periods of popularity as a 
cabinetwood, and times of weaker demand. Today, black-walnut 
lumber is relatively expensive; current prices for 4/4 stock are around 
$5.20 or more per board foot for select and better. But the wood is 

Popular figure. Contemporary master George 
Nakashima often worked in black walnut. His 
spare designs, like this bench, showcase the 
natural beauty of the wood’s grain and color. 

 Photo: George Erml, courtesy of the Nakashima Foundation for Peace
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Still in demand. 
Pennsylvania 
furniture maker 
Michael Seward 
used black  
walnut for this 
Krenov-style 
chest-on-stand.
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widely available. For years, the best logs often wound up as veneer 
or were exported. But today, the export market has weakened, and 
more logs are sawn into lumber. Dave Bramlage, sales director at Cole 
Hardwoods in Logansport, Ind., estimates that his firm has sold more 
walnut in the past 18 months than in the previous five or six years.

Easy to work with machine and hand tools
What makes black walnut such a favorite? It machines beautifully, 
taking a clear, crisp, sculpted edge. Handplaned walnut, even unfin-
ished, can have a silky-smooth and deeply lustrous surface. Its dark 
color accentuates subtle contours, and it accepts oil finishes without 
peer. Walnut is beautiful with a film finish, too.

The wood is moderately hard and heavy, with a specific gravity of 
0.55 (compared to white oak at 0.68, cherry at 0.50, and butternut at 
0.38). Walnut is strong and stiff and has high shock resistance. Shrink-
age during seasoning is moderate (flatsawn, 7.8%; quartersawn, 5.5%), 
but once dried, the wood is very stable. It also steam-bends well.

Black walnut is a semi-ring-porous hardwood. The pores (vessels) of 

A long history. Black  
walnut has always been used 
by American furniture makers 
and often is chosen for period 
reproductions like this 18th-
century chest by Nick Colt, a 
student at the North Bennet 
Street School in Boston.
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the early wood are distinct to the unaided eye, but they 
gradually diminish in diameter until, in the late-wood 
portion of a growth ring, you need a hand lens to see 
them. To the woodworker, this structure means that 
black walnut can be handplaned with relative ease and 
minimal tearout. The wood can be finished without us-
ing grain fillers for all but the most formal of furniture 
styles. It also takes a stain well, although why anyone 
would want to alter the beautiful color is beyond me.

Beyond black walnut: an impressive family tree  
For Americans, black walnut (Juglans nigra), which 
grows mainly in the eastern half of the United States, 
is the most visible member of a large and popular fam-
ily of woods. The genus Juglans comprises at least 18 
species worldwide. The United States is home to five 
other walnut species, two of which are commercially 
important sources of lumber. 

Butternut, or white walnut (J. cinerea), as its name 
implies, has a lighter color than  black walnut and 
is a popular cabinetwood. California’s claro walnut 
(J. hindsii), very similar to black walnut, has a more 
pronounced color and figure. The three other species 
grow over limited ranges in the southwestern United 
States and Mexico. California walnut (J. californica), 

Arizona walnut (J. major), and Texas walnut or 
Nogal (J. microcarpa) all yield beautiful wood 
from smallish trees.
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Works smoothly. Black wal-
nut’s medium texture and its 
combination of large and small 
pores make the wood easy to 
plane and finish.

Handplaned walnut, even unfinished,
       has a silky-smooth and deeply
                  lustrous surface

LEAF PATTERN 

Large compound leaves have up to 
23 finely serrated leaflets along a 
central stem. The tree flowers in mid- 

to late spring, with short, spiky 
female flowers and clusters of 

male catkins. The nuts have 
a thick green husk that 

turns brown at 
maturity.

GROW TH RANGE 

Black walnut is found 
almost exclusively 
in the eastern half 
of the United States, 
thriving in well-drained 
bottomlands and flood 
plains. Shade-intolerant, 
the tree grows singly 
or in small groves, most 
often among shrubs and 
seedlings in relatively young 
forests.
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The only native walnut in Europe and the Middle East, Jug-
lans regia is known by many names—Persian, Italian, Circassian, 
French, or English walnut. Like black walnut, each wood reflects 
the climate and soil where it grows. Argentine walnut (Juglans 
australis) has color, grain, and figure similar to black walnut. 

A couple of caveats
For all its assets, walnut has a few problems. The light-colored 
sapwood surrounding the brown heartwood is thick, representing 
10 to 20 years of growth. It takes a very large-diameter log to yield 
walnut boards of decent size that are free of sapwood.

One way around the problem is to inject live steam briefly into the 
kiln in the late stages of drying. This causes chemical compounds 
from the heartwood to migrate into and darken the sapwood for a 
better match. The downside is that steamed walnut is dull. Finish-
ing with a coat or two of orange shellac or orange aniline dye (see 
“Finishing Walnut” by Jeff Jewitt, FWW #176) can help. 

Bear in mind that walnut, like some other dark woods, lightens 
with age. I have seen many antiques built of walnut and cherry, 
but the attractive combination tends to lose its beautiful contrast 
over time as the cherry darkens and the walnut lightens. 

Although walnut is a joy to work, its toxicity can do damage. 
The tissues in mature walnut trees contain the chemical compound 
juglone as well as other extracts that can irritate the eyes and skin. 
Precautions are reasonably simple: Wear goggles and a dust mask 
or respirator when machining black walnut, and wash exposed 
skin with soap and water afterward. Those with greater sensitiv-
ity might want to wear a head covering, face mask, long sleeves, 
and gloves. Juglone also can wilt or kill plants, and harm horses 
and dogs, something to consider when disposing of sawdust or  
if your dog likes to chew on table legs. 

Boyd A. Hutchison, a retired forestry researcher, specializes in reproductions 
and adaptations of period furniture. He lives in Sheffield, Mass.

       Walnut’s warmth: 
    The right finish restores what  
                   the kiln takes away

Often, black walnut 
is steamed during 
drying to darken the 
cream-colored sap-
wood. Finishing with 
orange shellac (left) 
or aniline dye can help 
restore the warmth 
and luster lost from the 
darker heartwood.

Sapwood

Heartwood


