
The Journal or lhe American Associuuon of Wood turners S5 00 

Dedicated to Providing 
Education, Information, and Organization 

To Those Interested in Woodturning 

Vol 8. No 2 



PRESIDENT'S PAGE 
Alan Lacer, President of the American Association ofWoodturners 

We finally must be coming of age as an 
organization: we have been presented 
with our first possibility of a lawsuit. This 
issue stems from something that I have 
been wishing to write about for some 
time--product reviews in our journal. 

By and large I have been 
unenthusiastic about reviews in most major 
woodworking publications. When was 
the last time you read a negative review of 
a product, book, or video? Negative 
reviews do occur of course, but they are 
infrequent. Some publications get close 
to such reviews when they do product 
comparisons, but this leaves out books 
and videos. I am now beginning to under
stand why there are not more negative 
reviews: if a magazine only publishes 
favorable reviews, it does not run the risk 
of lawsuits or of withdrawals of advertis
ing. This situation stifles critical discus
sion of the products showered on turners 
in recent years. Surely not all of the 
products are worthy of our purchases. 

In an uncritical publishing environ
ment what do we really get? Don't we 
essentially end up with ads and not re
views? This reminds me of a local paper 
that has a restaurant review section. I 
don't think I have ever seen a negative 
comment made of a local restaurant. 
Haven't any of these reviewers ever had 
poor service or cold food or a bad meal? 
Such "reviews" may as well have been 
(and perhaps were) written by the restau
rant owners. By the way, we recently had 
a manufacturer of a product offer to write 
the review of his product for our journal. 
Seriously! 

In all fairness to the magazines, keep
ing the manufacturers happy or at least 
not meeting them in court is something 
that must be weighed. In a country of 5 
percent of the world's population and 70 
percent of the world's attorneys this is far 
more than unbridled paranoia. Publica
tions face a dilemma: doing honest and 
fair reviews, backed up with as much fact 
as possible, may still lead to lost ad rev
enue and legal challenges. Defending 
your case, even when you are right, is 
costly and time consuming. So I am not 
totally critical of magazines for not print
ing more scathing reviews, especially of 
products singled out for a detailed cri
tique. As a matter of fact, one school of 
thought holds that if you cannot honestly 
recommend the product, don't even grant 
it the dignity of a review. Unfortunately 

such logic leaves me, as a consumer, to 
wade through the morass of the market 
place armed with little else than "buyer 
beware" attentiveness. I must only hope 
to have sufficient money, time, and luck 
to select the good products. Personally I 
value the approach and format of Con
sumer Reports and rely upon this publica
tion when selecting a number of products. 
Too bad that we have nothing comparable 
in the woodworking field. 

The American Association of 
Woodturners is in an advantageous posi
tion in that we don't rely heavily upon 
advertising dollars to run the presses. As 
a matter of fact, we are limited in how 
much space is given in the journal to 
advertising if we wish to keep our non
profit mailing status. It could be that 
associations and local chapters or turning 
clubs are reasonably independent sources 
to evaluate and comment on products, 
books, and videos. Such groups are very 
seldom "wired-in" to manufacturers and 
therefore do not have an inherent conflict 
of interest in providing honest reviews. In 
pursuing such a course we must seek 
reviewers who do not have an ax to grind 
(such as having been burnt by the product 
or its distributors) and who will be fair 
minded. 

As readers of reviews, what should 
we expect of a review? We should de
mand that a positive or negative review be 
backed up with evidence and reason-
based on as much factual information as 
possible. There should be no personal 
attacks aimed at the company or indi
vidual offering the product. Criticisms 
should be constructive, perhaps offering 
suggestions for improvement. In cases of 
a negative review, the producer of the 
item should be given the opportunity for 
a rebuttal in the following issue of the 
journal. 

We should also expect to find in 
product reviews specific feedback on judg
ing the item on its own terms. For instance 
if the product is an instructional video, 
does it clearly communicate and teach the 
process? Ifa book is aimed at the begin
ning turner, does the content measure up 
to the claim? If a chuck is supposed to 
hold work from 2 to 6 inches in diameter, 
how well does it perform on the extremes 
of those dimensions? If touted as a salad 
bowl finish, how well does the finish hold 
up after repeated washings? 

Anyone who reads a review should 

know that the conclusions in the review 
are only one person's opinion. We must 
require, however, that the opinion not be 
arbitrary. Reading a product review in a 
critical manner allows us to reasonably 
weigh the reviewer's opinions before pur
chasing an item. The reviewer is hardly 
the final judge of a product--only some
one who potentially contributes to your 
decision-making process. 

What course of action should we as 
an association pursue? Is the risk of legal 
action sufficient to hold us only to favor
able reviews? Do you want to hear about 
products that can't be recommended by a 
reviewer? Could we try some creative 
approaches, such as team reviews (aSiskel 
and Ebert approach) and hear the team's 
reasons for not agreeing if and when that 
occurs? Or perhaps we should use a rating 
system that some computer publications 
use--give a product a "1- to 5-Skew rat
ing?" In the next few months we must 
make decisions concerning such ques
tions. We would value your comments on 
this important issue. 

RECORD CORONET 
LATHE RAFFLE 

Hurry, you can still buy a raffle ticket 
or two or ten! 

Record Power Company of Canada 
donated a Coronet CL3 lathe, and the 
drawing for this lathe will take place the 
evening of the symposium banquet in 
Purchase, New York, June 26, 1993. 

Send $5 for one or $20 for five tickets 
to the address below. You will be sent 
one-half of each ticket purchased, ac
knowledging receipt of your entry. Your 
name will be put on the other half of the 
ticket which will then be put into the 
drawing box. 

The Minnesota Woodturners Asso
ciation, a local chapter of AA W, will help 
coordinate the raffle. Funds generated 
from the raffle will be used to pay for 
international demonstrators at the national 
symposium. 

Send your raffle ticket order to: 

AA W Lathe Raffle 
667 Harriet Ave. 
Shoreview, MN 55126 

Make checks payable to the American 
Association ofWoodturners (AA W). 
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THE SIMPLE TURNED TABLE LEG AND A VARIATION 
Mark Sfirri 

Marie Sfirri. 1992. walnut and wcnge table. 30" h. x 20" w . x 50" I. 

A common use of a turned part in 
furniture is the simple tapered leg. Gen
erally this part is made by carefully mill
inga piece of wood to a square dimension. 
cutting it to length, then turning it be
tween centers (spindle turning). The 
mortises can be cut either before or after 
the turning. 

If the joinery is done before the turn
ing. you have to be careful not to fracture 
the short grain above the mortise when 
tightening the piece between centers. A 
solution to this is to leave the leg long at 
the top and trim it after the turning is 
complete. A disadvantage to this method 
is that there is no room for error. The 
relationship of rail to legis set,and ifthe.re 
are any errors in establishing the top 
turned section of the leg this variation will 
be evident when looking from leg to leg. 
Tile larger the table, the more tolerance 
you gai n because the legs are further 
apart, and it 's more difficult to pick up 
any variation visually. But if the goal is 
to duplicate four legs exactly, making 
several practice pieces or extra legs is 
advisable. 

A completely different approach is to 
make all the legs somewhat different on 
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purpose. which makes exactness less of 
an issue. One caution here is that if the 
legs are close to being the same. the 
variations may be interpreted as mistakes. 
They should be identical or different 
enough that the intention is obvious. 

The other option is tocutthe mortises 
after turning the legs. This allows the 
bottom of the joint to be set according to 
the top of the turned section and requires 
that the leg be laid out about an inch 
longer than its final dimension. The 
excess length can be cut off after the 
turning is complete. There are two disad
vantages with this method. Thesizeofthe 
block at the top is the only part to refer
ence from and to hold onto when trim
mingthe lengthandcuttingthe monise. If 
the rail is narrow (2 to 3 inches) cutting the 
mortise beforehand is advisable. If the 
rail is wide (4 or more inches), cutting the 
monise after the turning process makes 
sense since it allows you a little leeway in 
turning the square block from square to 
round. 

With either method. place the top of 
the leg at the headstock end of the lathe. 
Since this is the drive end, and a leg is 
usually larger at the top than at the bot
tom. there is less chance for vibration. 

uetail of the walnut table leg 
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Mark Sfi rri, 1992, wcnge and mahogany hall table 33" h. x 14" w. x 54" I. 

The first part of the turning involves 
making a cut that transforms the leg from 
square (the pommel) to round . Depend
ing on the angle of the tool to the piece, the 
line at the bottom of the square, untumed 
section can appear as a straight horizontal 
line, giving a clean break from square to 
round or it can have a slight curve to a 
half-round curve. The straight line is 
more difficult to cut cleanly. The curved 
line creates a more gradual transition. 

The first part of this cut requires 
removing the wood at the four comers of 
the turning blank. The tool tends to be 
pushed away as it bounces off the square 
stock and must be held firmly in order to 
obtain the smoothest surface. Continue 
the cut until the leg is round below the 
joint section. If the wood were absolutely 
perfectly centered, the diameter would be 
the same as the thickness of the block. 
Since there is a good possibility that at 
least one of the legs might not be perfectly 
centered, I ususally make this diameter 
118 inch to 1/4 inch smaller than the block 

at the top. It should not be much smaller 
than that because the leg would be weak
ened. The continu ity of the grain from the 
square block above would be interrupted 
and the wood below the mortise would be 
unsupported, creating the possibility of 
breakage at the joint. 

Once the transition is complete the 
leg can be tapered down to one inch at the 
bouom or smaller if the scale of the table 
permits. Atthe very bottom the leg should 
have a small chamfer or radius so that the 
wood does not chip out when the table is 
moved across the floor. This creates the 
simple, turned, tapered table leg. 

Embellishments like coves and beads 
can be added for ornament but the basic 
tapered shape should not be interfered 
with too much or the leg will be weak
ened. Adding a bead helps give the leg 
detail. Ordinarily you should not allow 
details to break up the leg visually into 
equal parts. In other words, don' t put one 
bead right in the middle of the leg. Place 
it above center or toward the bon om of the 
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ash candlestick. 1992 3" dia. x 10" h. spind le turned 
using two sets of centers 

walnut candlestick. 1992 4" dia. x 15" h. spind le wmcd 
using two sets of centers 

leg. If using two beads, don 't break the 
leg visually into three equal parts. These 
are considerations of design. Clearly the 
structure of a leg or joint is not affected by 
detailing at regular or irregular intervals. 

A departure from the basic wpered 
table leg incorporates spl it turning. If 
before doing all of the above, one were to 
glue up the four legs with paper in be
tween, the legs could have an initial con
tour turned into them with centers on the 
inside comers. The glued piece could 
then be split apart and re-turned on the 
four indi vidual centers. By contrasting 
convex shapes to the initial concave-turned 
area, an interesting result is achieved. 

I usually use brown wrapping paper 
in between the pieces in the initial gluing. 
Spread the glue over aJI wood surfaces to 
be joined. Don't put glue on the paper as 
the paper generally curls up and makes a 
mess. It is aJso important that all of the 
inside surfaces be absolutely square. Do 
not sldmp on the number of clamps you 
use because all of the joints must be tight. 

After the first turning, split the four 
pieces apart. I start by placing a chisel at 
one end on the glue joint and hitting it 
several times with a mallet. Then replace 
the chisel with a wooden wedge. Flip the 
legs end for end and follow the same 
procedure. One other hint is to tie rope or 
string loosely around the turning at both 
ends. When the wood finally splits apart, 
the wedges and string prevent the wood 
from fl ying apart while chisels are falling. 
I learned all of this the hard way. 

The possibilities of the initial turning 
are limited by what can be accomplished 
in the secondary turni ng. It is those 
limitations that excite me the most. Both 
the first and second turnings are very 
stable and do not involve imbalances that 
are common with off-center turnings. You 
also benefit by gett ing four identical pieces 
from the first turning. 

This form is simple and pure, but was 
only reali zed after a lot of experimerlla
tion. One of the keys in the development 
of this shape was the creation of two 

wrned contours that have sharp lines of 
definition when combined. Two planes 
that meet square to one another can be a 
lot crisper than two that meet at an oblique 
angle. This applies to any shaping, bas 
relief carvi ng, or carving in general. 
Combining split turning with individual 
turning can be thought of as another 
method of carving. 

Mark Sfirri reaches furniture design and 
turning at /Jucks Counry Community Col
lege in Newtown, Pennsylvania. He also 
makes f urniture and turned objects in his 
s tudio in New Hope, Pennsylvania. 
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