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MY FAVOURITE FINISH
Input from Members of the TVWG
Introduction
One of those questions we often get asked is “What did you finish that wood with?” It’s an
interesting question as those puritans out there will say that sanding and coating wood are both
finishes. Correct, but what we were after here is simply what did our member coat the wood with
at the end of the sanding process e.g. oil, shellac, wax, BLO,
polyurethane, etc.
Our Goals
•

To share our favourite practices, and to help educate
others, and those new to turning.

•

Provide valued input to generate a compendium of
finishes our turners found they “turn” to the most for a
specific turned project.

There are no “perfect” finishes, only ones
that are better at meeting some
requirements than others.

There are so many variations in finishes available these days and
we thought it would be great to have a summary of what we use as a favourite. Of course, our
favourite for a bowl might be different than our favourite for a pen and a favourite might
naturally depend on the wood species we are working with.
To the credit of our members, some decided to remain anonymous, many provided their input as
follows. We hope many can learn and gather ideas for their next project from our little
compendium, whatever it might be.
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MY FAVOURITE FINISH
Member Name: Paul Andrews
Name of Product:
Varathane – glossy
Description of Product:
Water based poly
Wood Species Works Best On:
Just started using it. Worked fine on Oroko (west African hardwood).
Application Method:
Wipe on. Used foam brush. Three coats. Off lathe. Light sanding between coats.
Describe your experience with the finish, tips etc.:
Gave a very nice result. A bit bright. I might rub it with some very light grit to tone it down
some. All my previous work I used Mylands high friction build polish and felt I was getting an
OK but not great result. Also, I was looking for an off-lathe process.
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Member Name: Doreen Bowden
Name of Product:
Formby’s tung oil available at LOWES USA
Description of Product:
Liquid Oil
Wood Species Works Best On:
I use it on all types of wood
Project(s):
Bowls, vases, platters etc. I do not use this product on pens or small items.
Application Method:
Some use paper towels to apply oils. I prefer to use small cloths about 2 inches by one inch to
apply oils. I wipe after each application with rags, usually T shirt type material (these are large
pieces not small. After a couple of applications your rags you use to wipe will harden and you
have to use clean ones to wipe between coats.
After sanding I apply a couple light coats of mineral oil (drug store), baby oil, or sanding sealer.
Let dry between coats.
Now apply tung oil. Leave only a few seconds and then use the T short rag material to wipe off
excess oil. Wear gloves and hold item with rags so as not to leave finger marks. Leave until the
next day then repeat the process. After the second coat and before oil, use 0000 steel wool and
lightly sand item. Wipe off then apply oil again. Repeat until you have the desired look you want.
Do not forget to use the steel wool between coats which could be anywhere between 2-15 coats.
The more coats, the better the appearance. After the last coat do not use steel wool.
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After you have the look you desire you need to use waxes to finish the item to give it the best
quality appearance. I use the Beal Buffing System. The first to use is Tripoli, then diamond and
last use the carnauba wax.
By this time, you have a beautiful lustrous finish!
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Member Name: John Calver

Name of Product:
Mohawk Lacquer - I have the contact if a member is interested

Description of Product:
Mohawk brand lacquers are the best on the market. They come in dead flat, flat, semi-gloss and
gloss. There is also lacquer for brass.

Wood species works best on:
Any wood. I rarely use lacquer on African Blackwood. The only finish is Crystalline or
Conservator wax."

Application Method:
The lacquer comes in spray bombs. Do not spray near open flames. (Furnace) Good ventilation is
necessary for lung health. I use a spray tent vented outside.

Describe your experience with the finish, tips, etc.:
Many light coats in a dust free environment are required. Lacquer may be sanded between coats
(XXXX steel wool). Not suitable for salad bowls or a wet environment.
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Member Name: Robert Fenn
Name of Product:
Mylands friction polish
Description of Product:
Liquid form
Wood species works best on:
All
Application Method:
Applied with lathe off. Rub in while wet and lathe in motion and at high speed. A second coat is
usually not necessary.
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Member Name: Robert Fenn
Name of Product:
Homemade
Description of Product:
Beeswax (heated in a double boiler), add edible mineral oil to create a paste similar to peanut
butter.
Wood species works best on:
I use this on salad bowls, rolling pins and any other item used in food preparation. Walnut, maple,
pine
Application Method:
Apply a liberal amount with clean cloth or paper towel with lathe off. Remove excess with lathe
at slow speed, and buff with clean cloth at high speed.

Describe your experience with the finish, tips, etc.:
Can be renewed as required.
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Member Name: Dave Hudgel

Name of Product:
Zinsser SealCoat (dewaxed shellac)

Description of Product:
Dewaxed shellac works as a sanding sealer as well as a finish

Wood species works best on:
Most all. Not the best on oak. Great on cedar

Application Method:
First - stain with tung oil (50% diluted with Varsol). Staining depends on the darkness of the
wood and desired outcome. Following staining, or not add three to four coats of the dewaxed
shellac (dries within 1/2 hr.) COATS SHOULD BE THIN! Sand in between coats with 800grit
sandpaper. After last coat, sand down with 240 or 400grit - apply another coat of shellac and
repeat the sanding with 240 or 400grit. Then rub out by hand with an oil (I use lemon oil). An
option - add some bees wax to the oil. Rub out with progressively finer sandpaper, starting with
800g. I then buff with Conservator's wax. This is an all oil-based finish on which fine steel wool
can be used instead of sandpaper if wished. I buy wet/dry sandpaper of 400 – 2000grit at the auto
parts store.

Describe your experience with the finish, tips, etc.:
Is a slightly shiny but very smooth finish when complete. Also, fairly rapid since the shellac dries
very fast, so several coats can be added and processed in a rather short period of time. Good luck!
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Member Name: Greg Lisson
Name of Product:
Homemade High Build Friction Finish
Description of Product:
An excellent article with instructions on the internet by Marvin O. Fretwell first published
7/12/2015 revised 5/28/2016. MAKE YOUR OWN FRICTION POLISH
http://azwoodturners.org/pages/tips/HomemadeFrictionPolish.pdf
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Member Name: Mike Malone
Name of Product:
Minwax Polyurethane (clear gloss)
Description of Product:
Liquid
Wood Species Works Best On:
Various
Project(s):
Small turnings, lidded boxes
Application Method:
Brush on, 2-3 coats after it is off the lathe. I coat inside first, dry, coat outside. You may have to
do one end, dry then coat the other end.
Describe your experience with the finish, tips etc.:
Have used this product on punky wood. Apply a thick coat, let dry for half an hour. Make 3-4
cuts then coat again. Cut again until you have the shape you want.
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Member Name: Mike Malone
Name of Product:
Minwax Tung Oil
Description of Product:
Had old tung oil that had thickened. Didn’t like the way it went on the wood so added a bit of
paint thinner and shook the can. This thinned it and applied nicely and dried quicker.
Wood Species Works Best On:
Various
Project(s):
Bowls
Application Method:
After sanding I leave the bowl on the tenon. Turn the speed down to about 200 rpm and apply the
tung oil using blue shop towels. I apply 4-5 thin coats. Reverse chuck, remove tenon and coat
bottom.
Describe your experience with the finish, tips etc.:
If you put linseed oil in to thin your old tung oil, the solution is to throw it away and buy a new
can (not that I would do that but someone must have told me).
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Member Name: Gary Martins
Name of Product:
Waterlox
Description of Product:
It is a commercial product with tung oil as its main ingredient.
Wood Species Works Best On:
I use it on all domestic woods.
Project(s):
Solid Bowls, cremation urns, platters, segmented, mills, almost everything except African
Blackwood.
Application Method:
Wipe with a mixture of waxless clear shellac cut 50/50 with denatured alcohol to seal the pores of
the wood. I do this as I sand and turn working from outside to inside. After the item is fully
turned and prepared for finishing I FLOOD the surface with the oil. Let it stand for 7-8 minutes
to soak in. Wipe it dry before it starts to dry and get gummy. Let it dry for at least 24 hours and
then repeat. Do this at least 3 times and maybe more. By this time, it doesn’t seem to absorb any
more of the Waterlox. Let it dry for several days and then buff using the Beal Buffing System and
tripoli followed by white diamond.
Allowing the Waterlox to dry thoroughly is critical to a good finish.
Describe your experience with the finish, tips etc.:
Storage is a real problem. I have tried using the spray from Lee Valley (some type of gas) to create
a protective layer over the oil, putting alleys in the jar to get rid of the air, keeping it in very small
containers that are full to the brim and am now trying to keep it in glass sealers and filing the
sealer with water to eliminate the air.
Be VERY CAREFUL to store your oily rags properly. I have a proper oily rag bin. Before that I
flattened the used clothes and rags on the cement floor and let them dry. Combustion could be an
issue if you don’t take normal precautions.
www.thamesvalleywoodturners.com
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I love the soft, warm finish of oil and hate hard shiny finishes.
Besides that, an oil finish is easily revived with a little clean up and an refresher course of oil.
Plastic finishes scratch, have to be sanded before refinishing and are not as appealing (imho).
There is an exotic woods outlet in Burlington where I get my Waterlox. Other than that, I think
you have to order from the USA in $1.37 American money and pay shipping. I buy it by the
quart and then “decanter” it into smaller jars to eliminate oxygen.
BTW, all finishes are “food safe” once they are dry. It is the carriers that are not food safe so once
the finish is dry you are good to go. As well, “wipe on poly” is just regular poly diluted and you
pay more. As well the only difference between Methyl Hydrate and Paint thinners is the amount
of refinement of the product. Why pay more (like about $4.00 ++) when we don’t need the
refinement.
Another BTW, check out Stephen Russell’s articles on the internet on finishes. Good basic
information.
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Member Name: Gary Miller
Name of Product:
Cellulose lacquer sanding sealer finishing technique
Description of Product:
Manufactured by Mohawk Finishing Products although other aerosol cellulose sanding sealer
products might work as well
Wood Species Works Best On:
Most indigenous woods including all Maples, Box Elder, Walnut, Ash, Oak
Project(s):
Anything bigger than a pen but primarily for items that are decorative (i.e. Not salad bowls)
Application Method:
Refer to the article I wrote for the “techniques” section of the TVWG website
Describe your experience with the finish, tips etc.
I use this method a lot. It produces a natural low-to-medium luster that isn’t “plasticy” but can be
buffed and polished to a high shine if desired (see my article in “techniques”)
Note: Also see my article called “Finishing Techniques” in the “techniques” section of the TVWG
website for other information.
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Member Name: John Rice
Name of Product:
EEE-Ultra Shine & Shellawax Cream
Description of Product:
EEE - Ultra Shine: Is a cut and polish paste wax containing Tripoli powder, which is an ultra-fine
abrasive. The polish is designed to be used in conjunction with Shellawax Cream or Shellawax on
wood, but can be used on its own on plastics and some stone. It removes all sanding marks from
most wood, leaving a blemish free surface, pre-polished, ready to apply your finish to. Shellawax
Cream: is formulated to produce a Hard Shellac as a base, giving a brilliant finish, and high
resistance to marks and blemishes from water, alcohol, and heat. These products are food safe
after about 3 weeks.
Wood species works best on:
I have only used the two products together, and only on a fairly restricted assortment of wood,
but the results have been consistently very good. Maple...mostly spalted. Norway Pine Cherry
Box Elder Ash and a couple of small pieces of African Blackwood and Purple Heart. Even on the
Spalted Maple the combined finishes worked very well, as long as the spalting had not
deteriorated to the "punky" stage. One note of caution, the EEE-Ultra Shine has a brown pigment
that does darken the wood. This was particularly apparent on the Box Elder.
Application Method:
The piece should be finished while on the lathe.
Unless I've had an exceptionally brilliant day, I start sanding at 180 grit, working through 220,
320, 400, 600, 800, 1000, 1500. I also vacuum off the dust at each grit to ensure that the surface is
perfectly clean before using a finer grit. It is also a good idea to have a bright light shining across
the surface you are finishing to help pick out any irregularities that need attention. Better before
you apply the finish and see the mistake(s) when you proudly put the piece on display under a
light, OOOPS! When you are satisfied with the sanding...
Stop the lathe and apply an even coat of EEE-Ultra Shine with a clean soft cloth. Turn the lathe
on and work the wax over the surface, only apply enough wax to cover the bare wood. With the
lathe still running, wipe any residual wax off, and buff with a clean cloth. Stop the lathe and with
a clean cloth quickly apply an even coating of Shellawax Cream to the area being finished. Turn
the lathe on, and with the cream moistened section of the cloth apply a steady heavy pressure to
the work whilst slowly moving the cloth over the area.
www.thamesvalleywoodturners.com
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Start in the centre and work to the outside with one, smooth, heavy, slow action. Then quickly go
back and forth over the entire surface 3 or 4 times to make sure that you have an even, line free,
coat. Lathe speed for applying Shellawax Cream: Run the lathe as fast as it can safely be run for
the size of the piece being polished... pens, small spindle work, small bowls...run at highest speed.
regular shapes, bowls, up to 8" run at 1800rpm etc. The piece can be handled after the above
finishing process. Additional coats should not be necessary.
If for some reason, it is necessary to do more work on the piece, remove both coats with 400 grit,
go through the other grits over the affected area, and then apply the EEE-Ultra Cream and
Shellawax Cream as above.
Describe your experience with the finish: tips, etc.:
The process is very straight forward. The end result will be as good as the amount of time and
effort you put into it. I have only used EEE-Ultra Shine and Shellawax Cream as complementary
products. I like the final finish and have not had any reason to change my procedure.
To finish Large pieces (over 12" dia., platters, etc.), the Shellawax Cream can be diluted with
Shellawax (the liquid that comes in a bottle) to increase the "open" time and ease of application.
Apply as above.
Shellawax Cream and Shellawax can be used on their own. They start developing a hard surface as
soon as they are applied under high pressure and high speed, bonding with the wood, and
creating a high gloss. I have not tried this approach as I like the pre-polished effect that EEE-Ultra
Shine gives.
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Member Name: Fred Rodger

Name of Product
Formby's Polymerized Tung Oil

Description of Product:
This product is a little thinner than others on the market. It takes more coats to build but gives a
superior surface as a result of more applications of thinner coats.
Wood species works best on:
Works on mostly everything except some of the oilier Rosewoods.
Application Method:
Basic flood and wipe. Let it soak in to give a deep penetrating base layer
Describe your experience with the finish, tips, etc.:
It took me a while to find a finish that satisfied my goals. Formby's has always given me the final
surface that I can count on.
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Member Name: John Scott
Name of Product:
Minwax Wipe on Poly – I usually use the satin finish.
Description of Product:
Liquid form – available at LOWES
Wood Species Works Best On:
I’ve used it on various woods such as maple, oak, cherry, ash. All received the product very well.
Project(s):
Bowls, wig stands, plates (or platters)
Application Method:
I’ve tried various methods of application from brush to cloth to sponge brush (as as found by the
pack at Lowes or Home Depot. So far, I have had better experience with the sponge application as
it tends to leave fewer bubbles. You do though have to apply very lightly with little pressure or
you will generate bubbles.
Typically, I sand to 400-600 grit. I have found going from 400-600 does give a noticeable
difference in the finish of the poly. I thoroughly wipe the project off with a clean cloth to remove
any dust or particles. I apply 5-6 very thin coats of the poly to get the finish I am looking for. I
usually wait a day in between coats and re-sand with 400-600 grit paper.
Describe your experience with the finish, tips etc.:
There are two areas that have been a challenge when using wipe on poly.
1. Dust control is essential when using the poly. You will quickly notice the rough surface
after a coat has dried if dust has been in the air. Hard to control without a proper air
cleaner system, which I don’t have.
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2. When re-using the poly after opening a can you can experience dried bits of poly in the
can as much as you try to avoid it. Never pour unused poly back in the can. Just use small
amounts as you need it. A friend of mine provided a great solution (if you can find them
these days!). Pieces of pantyhose!! Yes, filter the used poly through them and it works
great. Of course, I suppose more available cheese cloth might work as well.
I’ve found this finish wears well and provides a great finish as dull or as lustrous as you wish.
Note: I do have a Beall polishing system but still getting used to using it properly. Very
tempermental on how much you apply and how evenly you get the products to cover the
projects.
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Member Name: Gerry Seaman
Name of Product:
1. Lee Valley 100% Pure Tung Oil
2. Epifane High Gloss Clear Marine Varnish (Tung Oil + Resin)
(Marine Outfitters Canada Ltd., Kingston, Ontario) (marineoutfitters.ca)
3. Lee Valley Conservator’s Wax
(no longer available from Lee Valley – see Renaissance Wax later in article)
Description of Product:
Finish is ‘food safe’. (See end of article for reference.)
1. Tung Oil mixed with an equal amount of Varsol. (or other mineral spirit)
2. Epifane Varnish, 2-part varnish to 1 part Varsol. (or other mineral spirit)
3. Conservator’s Wax
Wood Species Works Best On:
Finish will slightly darken the wood.
Project(s) (e.g. bowl, pen, vase etc.):
So far, I have only used it on bowls.
Application Method:
Bowl sanded to 600 grit. Done on and off the lathe.
Remaining steps are done off the lathe.
I pour the Tung Oil/Varsol mixture into the bowl and rub it in using Nitrile gloves, (Latex gloves
dissolve in Varsol) thoroughly saturating the inside, and making sure that the inside of the bowl
and any natural border is saturated to the point it will not absorb any more. I then turn the bowl
upside down and pour the Tung Oil/Varsol mixture over the outside bottom of the bowl and
spread it around the sides using the Nitrile gloves.
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I keep a thick layer on the bowl to the point that it tends to flow off, in order to get maximum
absorption. After 5 to 10 minutes thoroughly wipe off the finish with Scott Shop Towels. Then
wipe thoroughly again with new towels.
What I am after is impregnating the wood with Tung Oil with minimal surface buildup. I use the
Tung Oil/ Varsol mix first as the Tung Oil molecule is smaller than the Varnish molecule and in
theory will penetrate deeper.
I let this dry for 3 or more days. (shorter time may be sufficient).
The Tung Oil/Varnish mixture and the bowl must be the same temperature or warmer than the
area it will dry in. If the bowl or the finish is cooler than the drying area temperature, on
warming up the finish will expand and ooze out of the wood pores giving a blotchy surface.
Obviously the same applies for the Epifane Varnish/Varsol mixture, or any finish that ‘soaks’ into
the wood.
Sand using Abranet 600 grit, so there is no, or minimal, Tung Oil buildup on the wood surface.
For the next coat, I use the Epifane Varnish/Varsol mix. Applied the same as above, only I wipe it
off after 3 to 4 minutes as it quickly can become tacky. I let this dry for 3 or more days. (shorter
time may be sufficient).
Sand using Abranet 600 grit, so there is no, or minimal Varnish buildup on the wood surface.
Do another coat using the Epifane Varnish/Varsol mixture. This is usually sufficient to seal the
wood completely. I like to let this cure for a month before sanding with the Abranet 600 grit, so
that the Abranet is cutting cured hardened varnish and gives a better cut, rather than trying to
‘cut’ an incompletely cured rubbery surface. Obviously not production oriented.
I then use Lee Valley Conservator’s Wax, applying a light coat and immediately rubbing it off
with the Scott Shop Towels. (Lee Valley no longer carries Conservator’s Wax, but Renaissance
Wax is available from On The Edge (on-the-edge.ca/RenWax.html) in Ingersoll and is similar or
identical – both are microcrystalline waxes used to preserve museum pieces – and apparently do
not show finger prints from people handling the item.)
I am aiming for a satin sheen wood finish where the wood is impregnated with Varnish for
durability, but with little or no surface buildup. I call this ‘early antiquing’.
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I also wanted a ‘food-safe’ finish and there was a plethora of information on this subject, with
many a company advertising ‘food-safe’ salad bowl finishes. But I found most of them, and most
homemade versions to lack the durability of varnish and when sticky waxes were used, dust
removal was a challenge.
When reading ‘Understanding Wood Finishes’ by Bob Flexner I was delighted to see his
comment: The Food Safe Myth. “In fact, all clear finishes are safe for contact with food or with
someone’s mouth once the finish is fully cured. The rule of thumb is 30 days, but it can be less if
the finish cures in warm conditions.” (Pg.186) The ’30 days’ is to evaporate off all of the toxic
solvents.
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Member Name: Tim Tischler
Name of Product:
Mineral oil
Description of Product:
Liquid form
Wood species works best on:
All
Application Method:
Sand to 1500 grit, apply oil with paper towel, sand with 2000 grit wet/dry paper, let dry, apply
paste wax.

www.thamesvalleywoodturners.com

23

Thames Valley Woodturners Guild

August 2017

Member Name: Anonymous 1
Name of Product:
Wipe on Poly
Description of Product:
Use sponge applicator pads. Multiple layers
Wood species works best on:
Normally apply fine furniture Minwax at end.
Application Method:
Normally purchased at Lowes.

Member Name: Anonymous 2
Name of Product:
CA glue for pens – medium viscosity. RF Hobbies on Dundas Street E.
Description of Product:
Apply with paper towel and friction polish. DO NOT USE CLOTH! Do several coats until smooth.
Finally use Beall buffing system to bring to gleaming shine.
Wood species works best on:
Various species.
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