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Ebonizing

A DARK FINISHING OPTION THAT LETS
THE WOOD’S CHARACTER PEEK THROUGH

BY MICHAEL ROBBINS

WALNUT

bonizing wood is a wonderful way to create a dark, graphic look that

emphasizes the form of a piece. The steel wool and vinegar recipe

I use gives depth and darkness to heavy-tannin woods like walnut

and oak, while still allowing for aspects of the grain to shine through.

Since this is a reactive finish, it penetrates deeper into the wood than a

stain or dye that sits on top, creating a natural, durable black tone. On
low-tannin woods, it produces lovely grays, blues, and purples. The ingredients

MAHOGANY cost very little and can be bought at any hardware and grocery store. You can

easily experiment and develop a recipe that’s right for you.

Make the solution

The recipe calls for a 12-pad package of No. 1 steel wool, a gallon of white

vinegar, lacquer thinner, and a few clean containers. The goal is to make the
purest solution possible, so I remove the excess oil that’s present in the steel
wool by rinsing it in lacquer thinner. I use a three-container method, rinsing

Tannins are the trigger

Using a steel wool and vinegar solution for ebonizing introduces iron oxide to
the natural tannins in wood. The effect is similar to what happens when you
leave a hammer out in the rain and later find a blue stain on the wood under-
= neath. In the controlled environment of the wood shop, you can make a clean
WH'TE QAK and concentrated solution that will produce consistent and repeatable results.

Works on low-tannin
woods, too. Woods
such as maple and
cherry don’t have a
high tannin content, so
they won't get as dark.
But the process yields
beautiful grays, blues,
and purples.
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QUALITY WOODWORKING TOOLS  SUPPLIES * ADVICE®

Own A Piece Of Wood
History And Turn It
Into Your Next Project

From charred edges to uncommon
shapes and one-of-a-kind grain
patterns, these show-stopping =
Pequid slabs are uniquely
beautiful. Brought back to the

U.S. from Brazil, the 1,000+ year
old tree is a story in itself.

» Get your Pequid slabs before

they are all gone! Visit your local

Woodcraft store or shop online at

woodcraft.com and search Pequia. —_—

Visit http://bit.ly/pequiatree
to find out more!
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Walk-Behind /
Brush Mower! [===

Starting
at just

$1499%

*Assembled in the USA using
domestic and foreign parts.

The DR® FIELD & BRUSH MOWER
is Now Better than Ever!

FASTER. Up to 20 HP and 34"-wide cut for
faster mowing!

EASIER. Power steering gives you fingertip
control.

NEW CHOICES: including PTO and tow-
behind models for tractors and ATVs.

6 MONTH TRIAL
SOME LIMITATIONS APPLY

Go Online or Call for FREE DVD & Info Kit!

DRfieldbrush.com
e 888-213-0916
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Works “BIG™ in a small space.

The new and unique BESSEY GearKlamp works “BIG” in small spaces to provide a fast clamping solution for tight spots up
against another object or, when reaching across something to clamp. The patented gear mechanism separates the spindle from
the rail-mounted handle for greater clearance and, the quick release shift button makes for fast set-ups. BESSEY. Simply better.

hesseytools.com facebook.com/BesseyToolsNorthAmerica  instagram.com/BesseyTools_na
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Make the ebonizing solution

Steel wool gets a
bath, then a soaking.
Robbins starts by
cleaning the steel wool
pads. He uses three
separate containers

of lacquer thinner for
the cleanest results
(1). When the steel
wool pads are dry, he
puts them in a clean
bucket and gently
pours white vinegar
over them (2). Ideally
all the pads should be
completely submerged.
You will see bubbles as
the vinegar begins to
break down the steel
(3). While the steel
wool marinates for 24
to 36 hours, Robbins
stirs occasionally. Then
he strains the solution
through a few layers of
white rags. (4)

the steel wool in consecutive containers, each with a few
ounces of lacquer thinner in it. The first container is the dirtiest,
and by the time it reaches the third, the steel wool should be
relatively clean. Once I've cleaned a full bag of steel wool, I
store the used lacquer thinner from the two cleaner containers
for future use. I discard the dirtiest batch of thinner.

Set aside the pads on a clean surface for about 20 minutes
to allow the thinner to evaporate. Clean a bucket (the cleaner
the better) to make the solution in. I have a specific bucket that
I use only for this process. Place the clean steel wool pads in
the bottom and carefully pour the gallon of white vinegar over
them, making sure the pads are completely submerged. The
solution should begin to bubble, a sign the vinegar is reacting
with the steel wool and beginning to break it down. I stir the
solution every couple of hours, making sure that the steel wool
is still submerged in the vinegar. I allow the solution to brew
for 24 to 36 hours, stirring occasionally when possible.

Once the time is up, I strain the vinegar solution into a
clean container through a few layers of fresh white rags. If
my cleaning process was thorough, the strained solution
should be perfectly clear or close to it. The leftover steel wool
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Are you a passionate woodworking enthusiast? Do you own or operate a small shop?

Immerse yourself at this year’s largest woodworking machinery show in the U.S. Get an up-close look at the latest
power tools, machines, large-scale door-making machines to table saws, hand tools and accessories.

GET YOUR PASS TODAY
Enter Promo Code: FWM and SAVE

www.awfsfair.org

July 17-20, 2019 Las Vegas Convention Center Las Vegas, Nevada
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Apply the solution

Soap up the solution. Switching to smaller Brush and scrub. After wetting down the workpiece with water to raise the grain, apply the
containers, he adds a drop or two of dish soap ebonizing solution with a foam brush. You don’t have to wait for the water to dry before applying

to 8 oz. of solution. The soap allows the mixture  tpe sojution. Work the solution into the pores with a scrub brush.
to penetrate deeper into the wood.

can be discarded at this point. The solution is ready for use
immediately after straining.

Brush on the solution
Once the piece has been sanded up through the grits to 220, I
raise the grain with water, wetting the wood’s surface evenly.

Apply a topcoat. Once
the surface is dry, lightly
sand it with 400-grit
paper. Alimost any
topcoat can be applied
to an ebonized surface.
Robbins uses Osmo
Polyx-Oil.

To keep the ebonizing solution as pure as possible, I pour what
I need into a smaller container before applying it. To help the
solution penetrate deeper into the wood cells, I add one or

two drops of dish soap to 8 oz. of solution. This helps break
the surface tension of the liquid and produces a blacker, more

consistent result, especially in open-grain woods like oak.

While the wood is still wet from the water, apply the
ebonizing solution liberally and work it into the pores with
a stiff brush, brushing in the direction of the grain. Work in
sections using overlapping brush strokes. The wood should
begin turning dark almost immediately. One coat should do the
job. After the first coat has dried, you may find a second coat
necessary to even out missed spots, but it won’t darken the
color much.

After 'm satisfied with the evenness and depth of color, I
allow the wood to dry before sanding back any raised grain
with 400-grit paper. On unfinished wood, this process will
produce a deep navy blue color. Depending on what is desired,
almost any type of finish can be applied now. I generally use a
penetrating oil finish. It turns the wood from navy blue to rich
black, for a classic ebonized finish.

Options for a blacker black

One option for producing an even darker result is pre-treating
the wood with strong black tea, which is rich in tannins. This
can be brewed and applied to the raw workpiece before

the ebonizing solution. The heavy concentration of tannins,
combined with the wood’s natural tannins, produces a blacker

black. Another approach I use is to apply an ebony tung oil after
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Max Strength = Maximum Control

KNEW

CONCEPTS
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=
Get Control with the Strongest,
Stiffest Fret Saws on Earth
Available in Titanium or Aluminum

www.knewconcepts.com

The Beall

Wood Threader 3.0

See the
demo on
you Tube

Kits come with
everything you
need to make

wooden nuts
& bolts. -~
Six .
different

S 100%

THE BEST
HARDWDOOD LUMBER

Walnut ¢ Cherry * Exotics & More
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Service

EASY
Ordering

www.101Woods.com

Satisfaction
Guarantee

= EVERY ORDER
L

Create Moldings With Your Table Saw
With Corob Molding Knives & Shaper Cutters
Over 45 Shapes Available
Molding Knife Heads fit standard table saws
with 5/8” arbor. Knives are also compatible
with Delta heads, and other old style heads.

sawd

Corob 1-800-745-9895
Cutter corobcutters.com
Division, MADE IN USA

sizes available.

THE BEALL TooL Co.

541 Swans Road N.E. Newark Ohio
1-8600-331-471& www.bealltool.com Dpt. FW
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workshops

Build your skills. Follow your passion.

SHARPEN
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Take m—depth online

video classes from xpert
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iin the comfort of your home
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BEST

DOVETAILS

It’s the truth.
Order your Keller Dovetail System now!

(800) 995-2456

www.bestdovetails.com

Made in the USA since 1976 * DVD/Video $8.95 + $2 p/h

VACuum Pressing ~

Veneermg Laminating

Vacuum Pumps
Air-Powered & Electric

Vacuum Bags
Poly & Vinyl
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Frame Presses oo
k4
Veneering Accessories

800 547-5484 - www.qualityvak.com
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FineWoodworking.com/ShopNow

Your destination for trusted woodworking resources

THE FURNITURE INSTITUTE
of MASSACHUSETTS
Study with Fine Woodworking author
Philip C. Lowe ¢ Classes range from 1 day
to 1 week to 2 and 3 year mastery programs.
* See new class schedule on:
(978) 922-0615 www.furnituremakingclasses.com

CLASSIFIED

The Classified rate is $9.50 per word, 15 word
min. Orders must be accompanied by payment,
ads are non-commissionable. The WOOD & TOOL
EXCHANGE is for private use by individuals only;
the rate is $15/line, min. 3 lines. Send to: Fine
Woodworking Classified Ad Dept., PO Box 5500,
Newtown, CT 06470-5506. FAX 203-426-3434, Ph.
(866) 505-4687. Deadline for the July/Aug., 2019
issue is April 12, 2019.

Hand Tools

E.C. EMMERICH’S full line of cabinetmaker’s hand tools
and parts. www.ecemmerich.com 800-724-7758.

DIEFENBACHER TOOLS - Fine imported and domes-
tic hand tools for woodworkers. www.diefenbacher.com
(720) 502-6687 or ron@diefenbacher.com

USED AND ANTIQUE HAND TOOLS whole-
sale, retail, authentic parts also (415) 924-8403,
pniederber@aol.com always buying.

Instruction

STUDIO OF MICHAEL MCDUNN is offering wood-
working classes for beginners to advanced wood-
workers. See our website for more information at
www.mcdunnstudio.com or call (864) 242-0311.

Instruction continued
PENLAND SCHOOL OF CRAFTS, in the spectacular
North Carolina mountains, offers one-, two-, and eight-
week workshops in woodworking and other media.
(828) 705-2359. www.penland.org

Wood

RARE WOODS. Ebony, boxwood, rosewood, sat-
inwood, ivory wood, tulipwood + 120 others.
(207) 304-1073. www.rarewoodsusa.com

EISENBRAND EXOTIC Hardwoods. Over 100 spe-
cies. Highest quality. Volume discounts. Brochure.
800-258-2587. eisenbrandhardwoods.com

NORTH/CENTRAL VIRGINIA: Complete line of pre-

mium, kiln-dried hardwoods. Culpeper/Warrenton area.
(540) 825-1006. cpjohnsonlumber.com

MAY/JUNE 2019 83

COPYRIGHT 2019 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted. « Fine Woodworking #275 - May/June 2019



finish line ...

Get your Bl ol
da rkS da rker EBONIZING SOLUTION TEA WASH BEFORE OIL STAIN AFTER

The steel wool ebonizing method relies on the tannic acid

in the wood to react with the iron solution. But tannic acid
content varies by species, and even woods with high tannic
acid can have variation. Here are a couple ways to manipulate
the process for more consistent or darker results.

Make it tea time. A concentrated solution of black tea brushed onto the raw wood
and left to dry adds tannins to the wood. Applying the ebonizing solution on top of
the tea yields darker and more even results.

the ebonizing solution but before the final topcoat. This product,
made by Sutherland and Welles, has an aniline dye base mixed
with tung oil and helps to even out any unwanted light areas or
high contrast. While it does make the wood slightly warmer in
tone, it produces a beautiful finish and is a great option.

Works on tannin-light woods, too
I often use a steel wool and vinegar process on maple and
other tannin-light woods, but I call it oxidizing instead of
ebonizing. Oxidizing uses a lighter solution, which you can
get by diluting the ebonizing solution with water or vinegar, or
making a different solution with about half the amount of steel
wool as the original. All you want is a slight reaction. / T~
The most difficult part of oxidizing is choosing the finish that : | —
will g0 on top of .it. Anything oil-based will amber the wood, ;‘;;ﬁ;f:,:g;ggﬁg;%ﬂ%i‘éil?:’ongto
turning the beautiful cool colors muddy and green. You want | FineWoodworking.com,/275.
a finish that doesn’t change the color of the wood, so you can

n ebony tung oil applied after the ebonizing

keep those blues and grays. I'd suggest a water-based spray r follow ih a dark oil. A

finish for this. L) solution but before the topcoat adds depth and darkness, and evens out
any contrasting areas. Robbins uses Sutherland and Welles Old World
Michael Robbins builds furniture in Philmont, N.Y. Concentrated Stain with Polymerized Tung Oil in ebony.
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