Bow Front Table with Embellishments
March, 2020
Jim Tartaglia
With an empty corner in the dining room and me
wanting to learn more about veneer, stringing, and
banding this traditional bow front table made sense as
the next project. The curved drawer front just added to
the challenge.
Designing the piece is one of my favorite parts of every
project. This piece, like most, began with a rough idea
of what I wanted to do then went to leafing through
reference books and Google images to come up with a
general idea of what this thing was going to look like. I
wanted it to look sort of Hepplewhite but am not a slave
to fashion. Then comes scale drawings of front, top,
and side views. I once read an explanation by Thomas
Mosher that he viewed these drawings as largely a
collection of measurements and I share this view. Full
size drawings of joinery come next and then a full size
pattern for the tapered legs.
Material selection

As our dining room set is mahogany and I really like working with mahogany, the choice of
material was simple. At The Woodery I was fortunate to find a nice 8/4 hunk of South
American mahogany just big enough to cover the whole project. The price was breathtaking
but it’s hard enough to find nice mahogany today at any price.
Construction details

The table was made using traditional joinery, legs tapered on two sides, mortise and tenon on
sides and back, double tenon on the piece below the drawer and dovetails on the piece above
the drawer. As the dovetails are hidden they didn’t need to be perfect as long as they were
strong. To conserve expensive mahogany, the sides and back are made of poplar with 1/16th
inch shop made mahogany veneer over it. The pieces over and under the drawer are cherry, as
that is what I had on hand, with veneer on the edge of the top piece and banding on the
bottom. The pieces over and under the drawer were left oversize to be trimmed to the correct
curve later. I had an old MDF curve pattern from another project kicking around the shop and
it was just the right curve. The pieces above and below the drawer were trimmed using the
pattern taped to the piece and a pattern following router bit. They were trimmed 1/16th
undersize to allow for the veneer on top and banding on the bottom. The dovetails on the top
piece were hogged out with a router and chiseled to final size. I made some sort of template
for the router to follow which I attached to the top of the leg.

The Top
The top was a project in itself. With an MDF core it was veneered using a vacuum press and
Titebond veneer glue, suggested by Brent Longtin. I’m sure there is some mathematical way
that is beyond my comprehension to figure out the size of the slices of veneer but I relied on a
full size drawing, dividers and guesswork. The following series of pictures is worth many
thousands of words to describe how the top was done and I will add some commentary:
(1)Using factory made veneer introduces a bunch of new ideas, techniques, and skills to
woodworking. Chatoyance is the strangest of these. When Jim Russell first explained this
phenomenon to me I thought it was a word he made up but researching for this article I learned
it’s a real word. Because of how it’s sliced with huge knives, sheets of factory veneer reflect
light differently on one side or the other. Failure to plan for this will lead to unwanted results
which may not be apparent until after the final glue up. Slices of the pie need to alternate
which side is up. (2)A tool not used in other types of woodworking but useful for commercial
veneer is a pair of scissors. Because the stuff is so thin it can easily be rough cut across the
grain with scissors. (3)The slices of pie were stacked and cut all at once on a table saw but the
edges of adjoining pieces had to be shot with a hand plane to fit really tight. With 16 pieces
that’s a lot of shooting so I made a jig with two pieces of MDF, a knob, and a piece of piano
hinge that worked like a door. Open it, insert 2 pieces to be shot, close it and run a plane along
the edges for a tight fit. The edges of the two pieces of MDF meet precisely every time. (4)You
may notice in the photo of the lacewood insert being cut with the router there is scotch tape
over the path of the cut. This is to avoid splintering as the wood is so thin. The tape can be
removed once everything is glued down to the substrate. (5)One final warning, when
assembling pieces for glue up DO NOT EVER USING MASKING TAPE ON THE SIDE THAT IS GOING
TO SHOW. Use veneer tape as masking tape will pull out some fibers on soft wood like
mahogany leaving you with endless finishing headaches on wood so thin you can’t really sand
or scrape much.

The Drawer
The drawer bottom was made from an 8/4 pine board ripped into strips and glued up to give a
quarter sawn bottom. The front, being curved, was a special challenge. I used a technique
called bricking which, as the name implies, consists of making a bunch of wooden bricks, gluing
up the first layer and taping to the curved pattern then trimming with a flush trim router
bit. Bricks in the next layer have their ends staggered, as with real bricks, and get trimmed the
same way. Keep adding layers and trimming until just over the finished height and trim to fit.
The inner curve was roughed on the band saw and sanded to finish, it doesn’t have to be as
exact as the outside. The finished front should have the exact shape of the curved pattern but
things don’t always work out as planned so I had to laminate a 1/16 inch piece of veneer over
the front to smooth things out.
Next challenge, dovetailing the curved front to the straight sides. You can’t just have the front
and sides meet at 90 degrees as with a square drawer. The sides have to parallel and the front
has to be in the correct position so when closed it is flush with the front of the table. Since the
ends of the front are at an angle to the sides when the dovetails are done there is a small gap
on the inside corner of the drawer. I glued an oversize piece where the gap would occur and
trimmed it to fit.
Once built the drawer front had to be
veneered but how to hold it? On the
shop tour after a FIG meeting at Tom
Shirley’s, Tom demonstrated a jig he
built to hold boards on edge at a bench
with dog holes and an end vise. I liked
the idea and built one and here was the
perfect use for it.
Hammer veneering with hot hide glue is
the only method I could think of to
veneer the drawer front and it worked
great. Hot hide glue has the benefit of
being reversible and the added
confidence of knowing you can undo mistakes makes the whole process go faster and more
smoothly. In addition, as hot hide glue is fast drying, you can stick down one piece, hold it with
your fingers for a few seconds and go on to the next one.
Hardware Selection
A very good rule is to always have the hardware for the entire project in hand before
beginning. I broke this rule (not for the first time) and assumed someone made curved
Hepplewhite drawer pulls for curved drawers. After much research I learned that nobody does.
Luckily the slight amount of curve in the drawer front didn’t cause any problems as the plate of

the pulls is lightweight and didn’t mind bending a little. But, trusting to luck is not a good
strategy so next time I will definitely get the hardware first.
Banding
The banding along the bottom edge of the table was another learning experience. It is made by
drilling a series of 1/2 holes in a 1” X1” strip of maple then plugging the holes with plugs that
have been sand shaded on one side. Next drill ⅜ holes
in the center of each plug and plug them with sand
shaded plugs with the shading on the opposite side.
Then rip the whole thing in half (with a thin kerf blade)
and add layers on top and bottom. You now have a
banding log which you slice (with the same thin kerf
blade) into as many pieces as you can. Excavate the area
where they are to be inset so the banding sits a little proud when glued in and scrape/sand until
it’s flush.
Finishing
The finish is four or five coats with shellac
everywhere with a final coat of polyurethane
on the top for protection. Wait several days
and rub down with a fine Scotch pad type
sander with paste furniture polish on it. Buff to
a final finish. You may remember earlier I
stressed that you should not use masking tape
on the show side of a piece of veneer. As I
learned this the hard way, when I removed the
masking tape after glue up there were many
places where the tape ripped fibers of wood
out. A combination of VERY CAREFUL scraping
and several coats of hot hide glue thinned to
use as a grain filler took care of most of these
and burn-in shellac sticks took care of the rest.

So now the dining room corner is filled and my woodworking skill set is greatly
enhanced. Things like making banding, hammer veneering, buying and using factory made
veneer, bricking a drawer front and more that once seemed the province of guys who write
magazine articles now, while not easy, are doable and are skills that I can build on.

