
A blight killed off most of these massive beauties decades ago. But woodworkers still enjoy 
working with salvaged chestnut, and there is hope on the horizon for the species’ recovery. 

By Udo Schmidt

woodsense

The wood of the chestnut is 
compared to the western red-
wood. It is relatively lightweight, 
but strong and easily worked 
with hand and power tools. It 
is also resistant to decay. Its pri-
mary use was for house and barn 
sidings, fences and poles. In areas 
where the tree was plentiful, the 
wood was used for anything 
from fine furniture to fuel for the 
fireplace.

Chestnut was also a major 
resource for the leather industry. 
In some areas, half of the tan-
nin used to make leather came 
from the chestnut tree. Another 
industry based on the chestnut 
was charcoal making.

American chestnut and its 
two cousins, the Chinese and 
European chestnut, belong to the 
beech family.  This family con-
sists of about 400 species of trees 
and shrubs, with approximately 
50 of them in North America. 
The most recognized are the 
oaks, beeches and chinkapins. 

The native growth range of the 
American chestnut covered a 
large part of the eastern U.S., 
with heavy concentration along 
the Appalachian Mountains 

AMERICAN CHESTNUT:
RECOVERING A LEGEND 
“Chestnuts roasting on an open fire. Jack Frost 
nipping at your nose.” We all know these traditional 
Christmas lyrics, but the American chestnut tree offered 
much more than a fading seasonal memory. When there was 
an abundance of these large trees, the sweet chestnut was a 
cash crop for many eastern Americans. The nuts were stored 
and eaten year-round by humans and animals. 

THE DISTINCTIVE WHITE FLOWERS of the American chestnut appear in June and 
July. Their toothed leaves inspired their Latin name, C. dentada.
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from New England to northern 
Georgia. It could adapt to a variety 
of site conditions, but preferred 
sandy loam. 

The flowers of the chestnut ap-
peared in June through July with 
creamy-yellow blossoms.

Some mountain ranges were 
so heavily populated with the tree, 
some people said they looked like 
they were covered in snow. 

The average Chestnut tree grew 
to a height of 120' with a diameter 
of 7'. Old photographs and stumps 
show trees 20' in diameter. The lum-
ber cut from one of these massive 
logs filled an entire railroad car.

A bark disease called chestnut 
blight, caused by Cryphonectria 
parasitica, was first discovered in the 
Bronx Zoo in New York  in 1904. 
These fungus spores are carried by 
air, insects and birds and enter the 
tree through cracks and wounds in 
the bark. The disease spreads inside 
and girdles the tree. Death above 
the infected area occurs in two to 
10 years. The root system stays alive 
and new sprouts appear, but are 
killed again as soon as the new tree 
reaches a certain age. 

The blight spread so rapidly 
that despite federal, state and local 
efforts, most of the chestnut trees 
where infected by 1930. Because of 
the wood’s high resistance to decay, 
dead trees continued to stand for 
up to two decades. Many areas 
were called ghost forests. During 
the dying stage and after the trees 
where dead, they became prime 
targets for insect attacks. A particu-
larly virulent attack came from the 
two-lined chestnut borer, Agrilus 
bilineatus.
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(Fig. 4), I checked how the stamps 
fed (Fig. 5). It’s better to fi x or rebuild 
around a problem now, than after the 
project is complete.

Following a thorough sanding, I 
predrilled for two 5/8" brass dome screws 
for the eyes. The bit was about two-
thirds the diameter of the screw. Then 
I re-drilled the hole in the door eye, 
making it large enough for the screw to 
pass through, applied a couple of coats 
of spray lacquer, and installed the screws 
when the fi nish was dry. The rabbit’s 
right side is a door through which 
he can be reloaded with a new roll of 
stamps.

–John English has written or co-authored 

four woodworking and how-to books, and 

publishes Woodezine, an online woodworking 

magazine. 

the mouth to the stomach, through 
which the stamps will travel. This 
should be kept as straight as possible to 
avoid snags. I also created a small funnel 
where the stamps leave the stomach, just 
to avert potential hang-ups.

After gluing one face to the body 

Lettuce Hold Your Stamps continued

5. Make sure the stamps will feed 
through the slot freely before attaching 
the second side piece.

For A Free Catalog Or To Find 
Your Local Woodcraft Store, 
Visit www.woodcraft.com 

Or Call 800-542-9115. 

High carbon steel blades are set 
into the hardwood handles with a 
combination of both a bolster and 
tapered ferrule. The result is a strong 
union between blade and handle 
with a classic socket-type chisel 
appearance. Eight piece set includes 
sizes ranging from 1/4" - 11/2"
packaged in a beautifully fitted 
wooden box. 

Pinnacle 8 Piece
Bench Chisel Set

Here’s something unique – 

an economical chisel set

that’s well designed, well

made and perfectly suited

to everyday use in any 

cabinet shop.

Dept: 06WD11T

QUALITY
WOODWORKING TOOLS 
SUPPLIES • ADVICE™

New!
Continuous 

zone for small and 
pointed tools.

MADE 
IN USA

DIAMOND MACHINING TECHNOLOGY
85 Hayes Memorial Drive Marlborough, MA 01752 USA

THE LEADER IN DIAMOND SHARPENING
800.666.4DMT

www.dmtsharp.com

every tool  on the bench!

Dept: 07WD01T
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Doug Stowe
A 30-year maker of furniture and wooden boxes, Doug Stowe 
teaches at the Clear Spring School, Arrowmont, Marc Adams 
School and the Eureka Springs School of the Arts. His most 
recent book is “The Complete Illustrated Guide to Box Making.” 

2019

smaller at the same time. It is best to 
trim the ends fi rst, using a miter gauge 
and stop blocks, and then rip the back 
and front edges using the stock against 
the fence (Fig. 17).

Rout the bottom of the box using a 
45° chamfering bit in the router table.

Sand, oil and assemble
Due to the complexity of this piece, 
most of the sanding, and then 
application of Danish oil, must take 
place prior to assembly. I sand each 
part in the following sequence: First I 
use a belt and disc sander on edges and 
a random orbital sander on large fl at 
surfaces, starting with 120-grit. Then, 
using a half sheet orbital sander, I sand 
all of the parts going from 180-grit to 
240 and fi nally 320. 

Then I apply three coats of Danish 
oil on three successive days, rubbing 
out about 45 minutes after each coat. 
I leave the top of the box unfi nished, 
allowing for fi nal sanding and fi nish 
after assembly is complete and the 
walnut plugs are in place. Place 3/8" self-
adhesive pads on the underside back 
corners of each tray. This will prevent 
the trays from rubbing together and 
marring the fi nish.  

Put 10-24 nuts on one end of each 
pivot rod and begin assembling the 
trays. Use a brass washer between each 
tray as a spacer, and apply a bit of 
Vaseline as a lubricant as each tray is 
put in place (Fig. 18).

Next, put the back support pieces 
in place and a small amount of glue at 
the corners in the routed mortises at 
the back of the top and base. Use a nut 
driver or socket wrench to tighten the 
nuts on the pivot rods (Fig. 19). Check 

Final steps
Use a plug cutter to cut matching plugs 
to fi ll the ½" holes in the top of the 
box, and then cut the plugs nearly fl ush 
with the surface. Saw the plugs nearly 
fl ush to the top surface of the box prior 
to sanding. A fl exible pull saw and a 
piece of thick paper or cardboard can 
keep you from marking the top of the 
box (Fig. 20).

Sand the surface up to 320-grit and 
then fi nish oiling the box. 

the alignment of parts during this 
process to see that the measurement 
from top to bottom of the box is 
exactly the same in each corner.

40-Pen Box.indd   8 9/13/2006   11:04:40 AM



Most of the harvest of dead trees 
was punctured with wormholes, 
but still sound and used as building 
material in all kinds of applications. 
By the 1950s, most of the chest-
nut was harvested and only a few 
isolated, unreachable logs remained 
on the ground throughout its grow-
ing range. Wandering deep into the 
national forests of the eastern US, 
one might still find a chestnut tree 
on the ground, covered with moss.  

Many efforts were made to save 
the tree and breed a blight-resistant 
strain. By 1960, most state and 
federal programs had been halted. 
A private, nonprofit organization, 
The American Chestnut Founda-
tion was formed in June 1983 by a 
group of scientists and concerned 
citizens. The organization wishes to 
breed the American chestnut blight 
with the blight-resistant Chinese 
chestnut using the “backcross 
method,” a method of genetic 
modification proven in crops, but 
never used on trees. Many coop-

erating farms are now tendering 
the fourth generation of chestnut 
trees. It is estimated that by 2013, 
a reforestation of a blight-resistant 
American chestnut will be avail-
able. 

American chestnut is a ring-
porous hardwood that resembles 
red oak and white ash in grain 
and texture, but is much softer. Its 
color ranges from grayish brown to 
brown and develops a rich patina 
with age. 

Most available chestnut lumber 
is wormy, which gives it a rustic ap-
pearance. It works easily with hand 
and power tools, but splits easily. 
Screws must be predrilled. All the 
lumber available today is reclaimed 
from home sites or other buildings. 
The average price range is from 
$5 to $10 per board foot for this 
American legend.

—Udo Schmidt is a contributing  
editor to Woodcraft Magazine.

woodsense

AMERICAN CHESTNUT LUMBER available today is reclaimed and almost always 
wormy. Many find it easy to work and like its rustic appearance.
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going into a curved section. The curve 
is purely for aesthetics.

The wedge must be adjusted to pro-
vide equal pressure on the blade, all the 
way across the wedge. To check your 
pressure, press the wedge into the plane 
with the blade in place. An impression 
of the rod will appear on the surface. 
After a few minutes of adjusting with a 
scraper you can see that I now have an 
even impression nearly the entire way 
across the wedge (Fig. 14). Be sure the 
bottom of the wedge is more than 1/2"
up from the blade’s edge to ensure good 
chip ejection. 

Set the blade
It’s now time to try out your new 
plane! To set the blade, place the plane 
body on a fl at work surface, insert the 
blade and press the wedge into place 
with your thumb. With a mallet or 
small hammer, gently tap on the wedge 

to set it. To increase the cutting depth, 
tap on the front of the plane or on top 
of the plane iron. To decrease the cut-
ting depth, tap on the back of the plane. 
If you have to decrease the depth for 
any reason, always reset the wedge. To 
even out the cutting depth across the 
entire blade surface, tap on the blade 
to the right or left to get the blade even 
with the sole of the plane. 

Once you have it set, give it a test 
drive. You should be able to set the 
blade to take paper-thin shavings. 
When well tuned, the chips will be 
thrown right out of the plane with no 
signs of jamming. 

Once you are happy with the per-
formance, bandsaw the plane to a 
comfortable shape and enjoy using 
it. It will quickly become a favorite in 
your shop. 
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John Richards
John RIchards began working wood in 2000 with a circular 
saw, a router and a desire to learn. Today he operates JSR 
Woodworking, a small, weekend-based woodworking school in 
Hickory, N.C.

A Shop Proven Finishing Sander 
That Is:

•Easy •Fast •Clean •Versatile 
•Cost Effective •Fun

•Made In U.S.A.

™

609-801-1800
www.rjrstudios.com

Our NEW 9" benchtop model is 

designed for the smaller shop and 

delivers all the unique features for 

a SAND-FLEE® performance!

Add an optional flexible shaft 

detailing wand and build a 

complete SAND-FLEE®

sanding system.

Using the easy to follow directions you 

can load the Velcro® covered drum with 

a loop backed sanding roll in minutes. 

The 18" drum easily accommodates three 

grits for quick progressive sanding.
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