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In the age of Ikea, using
veneered sheet materials is
the sensible way to make a
kitchen dresser. However, our
resident craftsman Steve
Prescott believes you
shouldn't skimp, even if
working with solid wood
adds a challenge or three

s his first job since setting up a
workshop with British
Woodworking, Steve Prescott was
commissioned to make a kitchen
dresser. He’d made a few pieces for friends
while at David Savage’s, but this was the
first ‘for real’ The commission came through
a colleague of Steve’s wife Kirsten, who
knew someone who might want to have a
bespoke dresser built.
The brief was pretty simple. “We decided

early on that they didn’t want anything
frilly and fancy,” Steve remembers, “so 1
produced four layouts all based on one
idea. We settled on the lower doors quite
quickly, but had some discussion about the
glazed ones for the upper unit. They didn’t
want those doors raised up, with a gap,
because they wanted to keep clutter off the
worksurface by having full-length doors
they’d be opening all the time.”

The panelled doors are in keeping with
the customer’s existing kitchen cupboards,
and the top of the dresser follows the line
of the other units, which are also oak. This
helps to make the dresser ‘at home’ Steve
sent his clients nearly a dozen SketchUp
(SU) drawings of door pulls to find out
what they wanted, especially as they were
considering metal handles. They knew they
didn’t want turned knobs, and eventually

Cramps Steve arrived at our workshops with
a large collection of Record sash cramps but
has fallen in love with the Bessey versions.

He spent ages jointing boards for the dresser
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Planer Upgrade

The first machining of rough stock for
Steve's dresser was done on an old Elektra
Beckum planer-thicknesser (used only as a
planer) and Delta thicknesser. Steve had
improved the EB with a taller MDF fence for
better support, but we decided it would be
a good idea to upgrade because the 10in
width of cut can be limiting, Steve thinks
the tables are twisted, and you can get a
much better finish with a three-knife block.

So we rang up those nice people at
Record Power to see if we could try out
their PT300 and see what sort of difference
the upgrade would make in a small
workshop. “The 12in capacity means that |
was able to plane and thickness the ends on
the upper unit of the dresser as single
boards, rather than have to joint them up
from thinner components. This improves
the look and speeds up manufacture.”

The PT300 not only gives a wider cut but
also greater stability and of course three
cutters. That means there's a better finish
requiring less sanding later. We don't have
the Delta thicknesser in the workshop any
longer, so you have to swap between
planing and thicknessing. "It would be lovely
to have separate machines," says Steve, "out
it's not a chore swapping back and forth.
You just have to make sure you've done all
your batching in the right order."

You get a lot of machine for about
£1000, but it's not flawless. We've had to
install a circuit breaker to stop it blowing
fuses, and the thicknesser adjustment is
quite aggressive, at 3mm per turn. Nor can
we find a way of locking the thicknessing
depth. Few people probably do lock this
when they can, but Steve has knocked the
handle midway through a batch.

Details recordpower.co.uk, 01246 561520.

chose wooden grips. “SketchUp is brilliant
for that sort of thing; for being able to
show the customer options, and it’s brilliant
for the price [it’s free]! It’s really valuable as
a tool to show how the doors will work
open and closed, and so that you can fly
around things.”

David Savage famously produces
beautiful watercolour sketches of designs for
clients. “They look gorgeous,” says Steve, of
his master’s work, “but they're not as
flexible. They are a romantic part of the
experience of commissioning a piece, and
SU is a bit plasticy, but you could also say
that what you can show with it is quite
professional. You can do the touchy-feely
by taking wood samples for them to smell
and touch.”

Wastage rates

The oak comes from Timberpride in nearby
Tetbury (timberpride.co.uk, 01666 504436).
Alec Golesworthy, who owns the business, is
a good friend of British Woodworking and
let Steve rummage his way through stacks
of oak, most of which comes in from
France. “1 found a couple of bullets in the
wood!” laughs Steve. He bought about
25cuft in total, collected over a number of
trips in his silver estate. Our workshop is
really only a single garage with a room
tacked on the side, and was soon heaving
with oak, plus some cedar from Interesting
Timbers (interestingtimbers.co.uk, 01761
241333) near Bath.

Most of the oak Alec sells to
woodworkers is straight edged, a by-product
of machining floorboards. Even so, Steve
has worked out that of the boards he
bought, 50% was lost to wastage. This is
usually and confusingly referred to as 100%
wastage, which sounds as if you're
converting every cubic inch of the boards
you buy into sawdust! He’d hoped for 50-
60%, but is learning fast that time spent
trying to be more efficient is often undone
if you run out of wood. A commission while
on the course had been for a dining table
with 112in top. He'd been able to produce
this from 2in stock without losing too
much. “For the dresser the boards were 27-
30mm thick to start with, taken down to
20mm, so you are losing a lot just in
thickness, and there were 200 components
to machine! 1 probably spent eight hours
selecting and collecting the wood, and T've
learnt it’s better to over-buy to save repeat
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trips and to ensure you get boards from the
same stack. At least 1'll be able to use it in
the future.”

Back in the workshop, and stepping
gingerly around the piles of boards, Steve
could start machining the timber and gluing
up panels. “You start roughing out the
longest parts as there are only a certain
number of pieces that can give you them,
and you can always make up the width.”
Compared, say, with ash, which has
distinctive streaks of darker, olive wood, plus
more conspicuous grain patterning and
stand-out knots, oak is quite consistent in
colour and texture and grain, and you don’t
have to be too selective when it comes to
laying out the panels. “I just chucked the
boards together,” says Steve. “It’s important
to work your way down the cutting list
carefully, ticking off as you go. Some of the
panels Steve produced were put in stick in
the workshop for a couple of months before
he was ready for them.
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Milling The workshop was full to heaving
with rough sawn timber for weeks while
Steve gradually worked his way through the
cutting list, ticking off items as he went. He
has made himself a few sanding blocks, with
abrasive spray mounted onto MDF, for quick
finishing jobs

One of the first questions Steve asked
when he arrived at British Woodworking was
if we knew anyone with a wide belt sander
locally. For anyone who hasn’t seen one of
these before, they are large industrial
machines about 6ft tall, with one or two
huge abrasive belts about 1m wide. A
rubber conveyor belt moves wide panels
under the spinning belts. Fortunately the
furniture business Nick Gibbs’s father

Perspective view of dresser
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The glass shelves in the top (display) unit are fixed
in housings, and the plate racks are dovetailed into
the dividers (K). The middle shelf in the base unit is
a loose fit, sitting on adjustable pegs

Tight There's hardly
been room for Steve
to assemble the
whole dresser.
Fortunately he
wasn't working in
winter as he
couldn't get to the
woodburning stove
with the base unit
assembled, and it
would have wrecked
anything he'd
already assembled.
The Record sash
cramps have the
advantage that they
can be bolted
together, and are
much lighter than
the Bessey ones for
this sort of job

founded is still run by a friend, Malcolm
Carmichael, in Cirencester, and for an hourly
rate Steve was able to take wide pieces in
there after hours. Malcolm even uses the
sander for assembled frames, removing the
cross-grain scratches afterwards with air-
powered random orbit sanders. “It saved me
weeks of work that 1 would have had to do
by hand.”

The panels were glued up with PVA and

assembled using Steve’s Record sash cramps
and four Bessey ones we had on test. “]
was a bit sceptical about the Besseys at
first, but 1 now reach for them first almost
every time. The Record ones are a bit more
flexible because you can bolt them together,
and they are lighter, but the Bessey jaws
don’t mark.” A further advantage, according
to Steve, is that the Bessey jaws give parallel
pressure, whereas conventional sash cramps

British Woodworking October/November 2009 27



