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Curtis Buchanan
A study in passion and practicality

BY STEPHAMIE STCINE

narrow dirt path leads you through
a garden to a modest woodshop
near the historic disteict of Jones-
borough, Tennessee. The shop is small;
rough-hewn board and batten, nestled
amaong maples and hemlocks, Carolina
wrens fly in and aut through the open win-
dows, The front porch, ringed by black-
eved Susans, looks over a garden of zinnias
and asparagus overgrown with morning
glories. Inside, Curtis Buchanan is doing
what he loves—making Windsor chairs.
The shop has a come-hither feel. Friends
stop by to swap stories, The neighbar’s chil-
drien bring a caterpillar for show and tell—
wurk stops, sharp tools are put away, an eve-
glass is produced to inspect the creature,
Everything here says case of living, utility

and no pretense. The same can be said of

Curtis. He has been making Windsors since
the early "80s and is now regarded as one of
a hancful of prominent malers of that chai.

GETTING STARTED

Before he discovered Windsors, Cuortis
describes himself as “a carpenter with a bis-
lory degree” He remembers looking at pic-
tures of those chairs and thinking, “Wow, if
1 could just make that. [ didn’t know it was
next to impossible to make a living at it 1
dide’s kaow: it was crazy to try it he says.
“In *83, there weren't many people making
Windsors and | talked to a lot of wood-
workers who discouraged me.”

But that summer, Cuortis met Windsor
chairmaker Pave Sawyer. "L said 1 wanted 1o
miake Windsor chairs. Dave was encourag-
ing” The next snmer, Curtis spent four days
with Daviein his shopin East Calats, Vermont.
“He tweaked a lot of things I'd been doing.

By then, I'd built twenty Windsors but 1'd
never sgen an origingl except in pictures.
We're ity the South in Tennessee—there're not
many Windsors here, just a few transplants.”

After hisvisit with Dave Sawyer, Curtis
went back to his shop, “The next few years
I spent working 60 hours a week, trying to
raise the quality of the chair, figuring out
how to sell them. The goal at that point was
to stay afloat and not go back (o carpentry.
Ewvery day | built a chair, [ was learning.
Every day | builta porch, [ wasn't”

It was the mid-1980s, Curlis was living
in @ 750 square foot house with his wife
Marilyn and two young children. He
worked inan 8’ x 9 shop out back that his
daughter Maria called “Dad's playhouse”
Curtis recalls: [ needed a shop but had no
money for rent. So 1 stapled cardboard
inside this shed, painted it white, and ran
an extension cord to power a light and @
lathe, 1t took two years of taking orders a
craft shows Lo feel secure enough to rent @
space big enough for me and my shaving
horse to be in there at the same time,”

Curtis remembers, " Dave savs he didn'l
teach me, but he gave me the advice |
needed so 1 wasn’t reinventing the wheel
and starving to death in the process. Dave
also told me that eventually 1 wouldn't need
shows tosell mywork, This was hard 1o
helieve, With two young childven and » wife
te provide [or, the pressure was on, An
order here and there didn't work, Chairs
had to march out of the shop on a regular
hasis: So 1 did everything from the local art-
in-the-park show to finer venues such as
Southern Highlands Craft Guild. [ would
demenstrate and Marilyn would sell. We
made a good team, and by the mid-"90s
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[rave’s words proved to be trues shows were
a thing of the past.”

With increased business, Curtis faced
another critical decision—whether o 1ake
on an assistant. "One day T was driving oul
with dad to tend the trees (he and his father
are partnets in an organic Christmas tree
farm), and he said, 'Tt's time for you o hire
someone, | didi't say anything. After a while,
he said, “Well then, | guess you should go on
doing what vou're doing” And T did. Twasn'|
going to hire help. | didn't want to look back
and say, 'Didn’t | have it good back then?™

(urtis has spent a lot of time thinking
about what he wants out of chairmaking,
The way he has arranged his business ful-
fills an important desirve for Curtis—to
work in his own backvard. *1 wanted my
work to be an integral part of my life,” he
explains. "Equally as important as, say,
reading, family time, or sleep. Not some-
thing to get over with, bul something that
helps round out my day” Today, he walks
fifty paces from the house through the
garden to his shop, Many of his decisions
and practices may not make the best or
most efficient business sense; be splits his
own logs and takes a nap each day, for
example, "But what may be good business
sense might not be what | want” he
replies. “What | really like to do is make
chairs start te finish, by myself, in my
backyard. I figured out what I need to do
to make a living, which is to make a few
chairs.a month, I den't need more than
that. The most difficult part of making a
living as a wondwaorker is selling your
work for enough ta provide for a family
but this is in direct relation 1o being sat-
isfied with less,”
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Courtis Buchanan uses a froe 1o rive ont a chair back from a lesgth of white oak.

WINDSORS AND
GREEN WOODWORKING

Curtis discovered Windsor design aboul
the same time that e was introduced to
warking green wood with hand tools. He
credits books by Roy Underhill { The Wead-
wright's Shop), John Alexander (Make 1t
Chair from a Tree), and Drew Langsner
{ Country Wood Craft). “They introduced
mie to this friendly and inexpensive way to
work wood, That appealed because [ had
no money. The techmigue intrigued me. 1
came across Windsars and realized that
they were made with these toals and with
this technique.”

While some chairmakers dehate whether
the undercarriage of the ariginal Windsovs
were made with green wood, Cortis says
simply, "Whether or not they were made
with green wood, I don't care. | use it. With
Windsors, there was a break in the fradition,
s we can't nail down what they did.” Then
he changes the subject,

“With green wood, parts are made while
the wonod still has a high moisture content,

sothey're soft and easy to shape, Drving
takes place prior torassembly, but of course
parts will move continuounsly in response
to maisture,” Curtis savs as he pulls a dried
maple stretcher from his light bulb kiln,
“Woodworkers in general treat that as a
pain,something they have to pay attention
toor pay the consequences, Green wood-
workers use it 1o their advantage. In drying,
this maple stretcher not anly shrank, it
shrank twice as much in the transverse
plane as the radial. 1 use that property to
hald the chair together—a superdried,
oversized oval tenon, properly rotated and
pounded intoa mortise that's 5% over the
ultimate moisiure content makes a good
tight joint without glue,

"Knewing the properties of wood allows
waondworkers to pay attention to things
they've never thought about before.” Cur-
Hs points to a piece of oak bent in two
planes fur 4 continuous arm Windsor, “It
need not be straight becanse it will be bent
in the chair, but the long fibers must be
continuous from end to end. [ achieve this
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by riving out a five-foot length and shap-
ing it with a drawknife”

For riving (4 rive is a controlled split],
Curtis uses a froe. "Troes are the green
woodworker's tablesaw—only faster and
niore efficient.” He listens 1o the sound of
the wood splitting and feels the resistance.
He watches the ran, flipping the piece aver
in the brake to tarn the weak side up and
put pressure on the strong side. The run
conmes back to center and two equal picces
emerge. “This froe does one more thing,”
hee savs: Tt keeps me rooted in my past—it
belonged 1o my great grandfather”

TOOLS AND DESIGN

Curtis introduces some of his other
Lools, talking about each as he would an old
(riend. “Julin Alexander gave me this Spol-
ford brace 22 years ago. | use it for most of
my drilling and abways look forward to the
feel of its worn risewood handles.”

Pushing cach tool 1o0its maxinum and
using whal works seem to be the operative
principles. Take the scorp, for example. Gen-
erally used as a roughing cul ool for carving
the seat, Curtis takes it further, “A scorp s a
gross shaping tool, but wilh experience you
can do quite line worl with it Alloding o
his own tenuous beginnings it woodwork
ing, he adds, " Tou take it further because you
have to. Poverty is a good teacher”

Pushing the limits of a too] is practical
and thrifty, but Curtis also recommends it
because it pushes the limits of the user,
Using the drawknile in a tricky cut that
threatens to tear out, he savs, “You have 1o
do it with conviction—you can't get better
if vou're afraid your next move will screw
it up. You can't be afraid to trash the plece
and you can't be hesitant to throw it in the
frewood pile once yvou do.”

*avid Pye said machine/hand ool dis-
tinction males no sense, that craftsmanship
is abour risk versus certainty, nol power
versus hand. A plane 3 a chisel ina block—
moving fram risk to certainty. Cralismen

OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT—
“Rirdeage Side Chair'; maple, pine, oak;

G b el

“Fan Rack Armechair™; maple, pine, oak;

467 5 24" 20",

“Phikiedel phia Writing Armchair™; maple, pine, oak;
46" 1 34" x40

“Wrennyler Reading Chair™; maple, pine, oak;
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are irying to get away from risk toward cer-
tainty, but great work has more risk, it's
mere alive. The risk inherent in hand tools
is fulfilling, but there is also satisfaction in
design risk. T can't draw and [ don't have the
patience for building models. When 1
design, I get aridea and o straight to the
wiork itself. Somerimes [ hit it, sometines |
don’t. The risk of an uncertain outcome is
part of the process 1 enjoy.

1n his chairs, Curtis aims for a sprv”lool,
achieved by the depth of the rrnings, the size
of the foot, and how far ears and knuckles
stick ot "No element should overpower. All
should Palance to make the chair light and
airy, slightly pushed, not exaggerated. [ want
something that looks alive, but not too arew
Dletails make the difference—How much
bend? How much flare? One's flat, one's con-
trived,” he says, "L want chaies to be quiet
woned] wert seart to ool at them?”

When Cureis talks about his aesthetic,
the theme of passion and practicality comes
ot again, “Maost of tiy pieces have an 18th-
century spirit, but that’s as much as vou can
sav.”" Ty explain the origing of a bar stool in
his kitehen, he points 1o Charles Santore’s
Ihe Wandsor Style in America Ifliunrling
Press, 1992), TThe stool sports flse mitered
joints (duck-hills], & birdeage back, and 4
“bamboo” motif—legs and stretchers are
turned with a protuberance at the crease to
mimic bamboo, “ That's real typical of how
| desipoed mv ecarly chaics—I took elements
[ iked [rom various chairs and combined
thern. I'm not concerned about the history
of making unless it can help me make a bet-
ter chair. My tnfluences come trom any-
body who's made a chair prior to the cur-
rent chair 'm designing.”

Diesigns emerge not only frong his will
ingness to look at all historical sowrces, but
also from his empathic relationship with
peaple who buy his chairs. He has two
designs that are named after the women
who ordered them. "l the case of Patra's
chair, she said, ' Design me a chair to 1wy
house! Patra’s house is so contemporary its

OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT—
“Parra’s Chair™; meaple, tulipwood, oak;

Mgy 20"

“Backback Settee”; maple, pine, oak; 37" = 46" x 197,
“Veldn's Bocker™; walnut, hutternut, hickons

' 2232,

“Veldn's Sertee™; walnut, butternut, hickory;

H"x38" w25,

Al the shiving horse, trimming a tenon en o loop-back chair,

hard to find the froat door. But [ found
influence in a sléck modern Windsor made
by West Lowe. In the end, Patra had me
make ¢ight of them for her”

Along with over 40 different patterns,
Patra’s hangs in dusty disarray on the wall
of Cortis’s shop. "l made some coples hack
along, stored them up in the house, but
thev're not up-to-date. If the shop burned
dowwn, mavbe it would free me up lo make
meze new designs,” he adds.

IN THE sHOTP

Curtis usesa bandsaw to cut out the seat
Blank. "] certainly gravitate to hand tools,”
Curtis says. "1 tool me 10 vears 1o bring a
Bandsaw into the .¢]1l.r|1." (In F.u,l:, e Sy
that when he built the shop in 1992, he
debated a |1m;__; Pime wlether he should
inslall electricity at all} "1 wused 1o saw oul
the seat with a bow saw. Its sol that hard.
Your clamyp the piece down—the saw's ver-
tical, so you can use your whole body. But
il's not guite as casy asa bandsaw.”

When he thickness-planes the Windsar's
seat, Curtis uses ascrub plane with a radi-
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cally curved blade, then changes to a #5 jack
plane with modified blade. Last, he uses o
jointer plane as a smoothing plane, "'ve
used it for many vears and U'm comfortable
with it. | have smoothing planes, but not
one that's tuned up at the moment—it's
lowr priority”

As to the thickness planer in the corner:
“If the seat blank fit through it, I'd have no
problem using it,” he savs. "I'd be trading
grunt work for soul work, 'm trying to
have it all—Iless grunt, more soul.. but
sometimes grunt is soul”

Clurtis sets to planing the seat with a #5
inckplane with modified convex blade for
more wood removal. With each pass, his
arrms shoot thythmically forward and back
with the range of a rower. . except the power
stroke s forward. Waorking around the piece,
Tie sadjusts his feel in tiny increments,

Onee the chair seat is rough-dimen-
sioned, Cortis bores the spindle and gem
support holes and carves the gutter thal
curves arotnd the back, Then he sels 1o
carving Lhe seat, 17 deep for comfort, "Dave
taught me to set the deep part back,” he savs,



Pounding 1ogether the undercarriage: “not for the faint of heare”

T establish the position of the deep part,
he measured the width of his sit bones. To
sel the depth of the bowl, he drills two holes
I deep, 3-3/8" from the gutter as a guide.
Mext he uses an adee w sculpt the bowl, tak

ing oul big chunks, and then a scorp and a
travisher to finish. “When vou're wasting
away material, vour arms do more,” he says.
“For line tuning, you use your wrists.”

“All seats carve differently—each plece
of wood &5 different, As you carve it, you
start mapping out nuances of prain change,
With this picce, | know every time I passed
thraungh here with the hand plane it was

tricky, so [ expect to have some difficuly
when | come by there again with the scorp,
and again with the smaller shaves. The dif-
ficult places can usually be woken care of by
cutting at a diagonal or perpendicular to
the grain. The point is to pay attention and
be flexible: if vou get to a tough spot, make
another approach.”

Flexibility is a good trait in this business.
“hometimes we equale goodness with pre-
cislon, With a chair, there's a look/feel bal-
ance—those tolerances are harder to put
your finger on,” Curlis points to-a chair
back he's having trouble lining up, “The
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center of the back doesn't line up with the
center of the seat.” he observes. ] could
maybe bend one of the short spindles 1o
shifl the back or just relocate the center of
the back so the center spindle looks
straight. With chairmaking, it's more about
‘how does it look” than how does it meas-
ure. The furnituremaker docsn't use a level,
The stick chairmaker doesn't usea level or
a square, ['s Hberating to give them up.”

Aesthetics aside, the most salient qual-
ity of Curtis’s chairs is their level of com-
fort. Cortis quotes Shadrack Mace fa Worth
Carolina chairmaker who died in 1973; for
mare on this history, see “Appalachian
Chairmalkers” by Curtis Buchanan in the
June, 2001 issue of Woadwork| on comfort:
“Ladderbacks are company chairs—you
give them to people you don’t want to sty
long,. You leave the sittin® chairs |two-sl
mule-eared chairs| for friends and family,”

Curtis says the hardest part of the chair
for students is the seat. For the seasoned
chairmaker, the hardest part, besides assem-
by, isa good turning. T have to be right in
the moment,” he says. Curtis wants his
turning angles to be sexy, but not over-
stated. "My beads and coves are off-center,
tapers are concave: my tenans have no
shoulders, and Tlike to make my Gllets and
birdbeaks sharp and crisp” he savs,

Curtis uses a three-pep holding jig with
V-blocks for boring stretcher mortises in
the legs. "The Veblock always holds the leg
level and, with a mireer to the side, the
angle is easy to achieve.” Curtis is also
experimenting with ot hide glue, The idea
is to pre-sive the joint with thin hide glue,
sealing the endgrain of the mortise: Prior
ter final assembly, glue is reapplied. The
result is a good glue joinl on the endgrain,
When the glue can overturns in the crock-
pot, Cortis justlayghs—"We're going to
forget the hide olue idea [or now.”

Ready o assemble the chair, Curtis
remarks, “This is not a good place to make
a mistake™ His mepsurements are to the
thousandths heve. Tenons are superdried,
then the whole mess is pounded together.
“This is the whole deal right here. There's
i dry run—it’s not for the Gint of heart”

Throughout the assembly process,
there’s a lively conversation with the chair,
infused with humor. As Curtis wrestles and
pounds the continuous arm bend onto the
spindles, saying over the din, " Diave Sawver
calls this‘chairopractor.”



Diespite his brecey manner, Curtis is
unrelenting in his attention Lo the proper-
tics ol green wood and the degails of con-
strwction. Al week’s end, he has made a
Windsor that by his standards 15 "good
enough lor chairmaking”

Tndeed, sume of the finest Windsor chairs
in the world are made in this modest wood-

shop in @ backvard in a small town in Ten-
nessee, Twenly vears ago, Curlis Buchanan
fell in love with Windsor design. He sur-
vived, then excelled, at chairmaking by dim
of passionand practicality. TS a story of Lal-
ent, hard work, and good humer Curtis savs:
“They say the golden vears for craflsmen arc
their 7. That's the lime when repetition has

honed skills to the level whers thes are rote,
This then frees the mind up for creativiy,
Mve ot s long way Lo go and ' having 1o
rouech [ien oy sloge nomw.”

Stephnie Stone, o researcl: psychologist,
tenches at Jofiis Hopkins Universiiy: She
werites, rides, avd gardens on ber faran,

Honduras
GreenWood Project

| AM A TRAVELER AT HEART. But | journey more widely on my
shaving harse new, rarely venturing far from my shop or town. The
chima of the courthouse clack The haunting whistle af-a south-
bound erain. These are the familiar seunds that puncruase my dally
life, and they blend easily with the purposeful cadence of the
drawknife in my hands.

Meunting my shaving horse one day in (992, the rhythm of my
knife gave way to the sound of traffic on Main Street passing my out-
stretched thumb: | momentarily rambled back in'time to the Pan
Amearican highway and the bedraggled,
magical countries of Central Amerlea that
| had visitad decades before. ¥When |
explared the hinterlands of Guatemala,
Honduras and Nicamgua in the 1970z,

rainforests were a part:of the scenery—
vast roadless tracts of land that had been
there forever.

Confronting the re:l.kit}r of the whittled
oak spindles in my lap and the intervening
rweney years that had delivered me to my
trade and this shop, | realized that “forever”
was gone. By the 19905 tropical forests
were disappearing fast. The Pan American
corridor is fight-vears from eastern Ten-
nessee, and the view from my horse seemed desperate and hope-
lessty complex But sclutions and innovation were in the wind A young
group called the Woodworkers Alliance for Rainforest Protection
(WWARF) was promoting value-added products and the unorthodox
notion that forest dwellers might protact their own trees iF they could
redlize-a living from thelr rational harvest. Could greenwood chale-
making—my newlound profession—somehow play a rolein this
effort! WARP'S faunder, Scott Landis, thought so, as did Brian Boggs,
a Kentucky chairmaker VWithin 2 year Brizn and | were on our way
to the north coast of Honduras. GraenVWood was born. [see *Old
Warld Craft, Third World Development' by Scott Landis,
Waoodwork #52, August 1998]
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Curtis Buchanan poses with some of his first
GreenWood Project students in 1994,

The ride to the Pech village of El Carbén was as roughias the por-
holed roads | had traversed in my youth, Bar the indigenoys commu-
nity had a cohesive social structure, a school building with a shop;
anda forest controlled by the tribe. Drawknives fic student hands like
the machetes they had grown up with/We buile shaving horses and a
springpole lathe: The village elders led s 1o crees whaose wood we
cauld rive'and bend They gathered samples of bark that their ances-
tors had used, and we wave them inco chair seats and backs.

Se'the seads of chalrrmaldng tosk root. Fifteen years lacer, the foeal
indusery we spawned iz still small bue thriving. Our students are noaw
reachers and the skills continue o pass from hand te hand, as they
always have They have spread from El Carbén east to Mosquicia, west
ta La Calba and beyond. GreenVWood introduced ether produers.
Wooden pens and bowls are fow ciurfied on pole lathes. Lapstrake
boaes are being bulft to replace the more wasteful dugours As | write,
B, 00 baard feer of mahogany guitar parts
from a well-managed farese are an their
way o California.

The road remains bumpy. Funding is
sketchy and the challenges daunting, Then
there’s Alexis Andrad-e.Tﬂn years after he
lezrned to malke chairs, his father had a log-
ging accident that crushed his foor At six-
teen years of age, Alexiz was the oldest of
six children and he was:able to provide for
his famify by selling furniture, Edwin Molasco
was eighteen when Hurricane Micch
dumped twelve fest of rain on the Morth
Ceoast of Honduras. His family losc every-
thing excepr a box containing Edwin's
drawiknife, brace and bits: Taking shelter in a school gym, Edwin began
miaking chairs out of downed trees and selling them on the streets of
Sabd, where many of his neighbiors had lost their homes or furninire,

Alexis and Edwin are notalone. Their steries have been repeated
with Tonie, ©mar and others, Thelr skills contnue to improve.Their
products grow more diverse. Thelr attitudes about themselves and
about the forest have changed.And they, I turn, will change others.
| lriow greenwood chairs won't save the rainforest, but as | resume
the tempe of my shaving horse and the comiortng sounds of my
town beckon me home,my travels to the past and my hopes for the
future are somehow a little sweeter.

—tb
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