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All synthetic topcoats, regardless of what substrates they are designed for, have varying amounts of color 

in them.  Either by design such as Paints, or because of the chemicals that are used to make them.   There 

are only two “water” clear topcoats and they are natural products which are simply strained or undergo a 

very moderate refining.  They are Clear Shellac and Lacquer which are secretions from the Lac insect.  

Shellac is simply strained and Lacquer is dissolved in natural organic compounds and then strained.  Both 

are evaporative finishes which means they cure by evaporation.  ALL other topcoats are reactive finishes 

and cure as a result of the chemical reactions in the formula and because of this will impart additional 

color with each coat applied.   

 

The following is some information that may help RFC members make the best decision as to what 

product they choose for a topcoat.  It is not intended to pass judgment on any of them. 

 

There are essentially 5 major types of topcoats “IMO”.  Shellac, Lacquer, Poly’s, Wiping Varnishes and 

catalyzed “natural” products such as Boiled Linseed Oil.  Many products advertising that they contain 

natural oils do not and are classified as a wiping varnish.  In fact like 99% of em don’t have any natural 

oils in em regardless of what the label says.  That does not make them inferior, simply makes them a 

synthetic instead a natural “Oil”. 

 

For the purpose of this thread I have chosen not to show any Shellac results because Shellac does not 

make a good top coat for stocks.  Not robust and water sensitive.   You got a Museum quality rifle that 

you are gonna look at a lot and like never shoot then there is not a topcoat on the planet that will match 

French Padded Shellac.  None, nada!!  There are pieces out there from over 4,000 years ago that still look 

like you can walk through em.  Weeks to months to do right.  Lots of labor!!!!  Need to know what you 

are doing. 

 

In addition I have chosen not to look at Boiled Linseed Oil cause I don’t have any and don’t want to buy a 

bunch of stuff I will never use.  Note on what BLO is similar to later on. 

 

I picked 5 products to mess with based on their chemical characteristics and their applications for stuff 

like gunstocks.  Each is different in nature but generically represent products of that type.  The first is 

TRU-OIL® which is a somewhat unique formulation and widely used.  It is a Wiping Varnish/Poly with a 

“mist” of Linseed Oil.  May be the only product that actually has Linseed Oil in it other then some 

specially designed custom stuff. 

 

The second is Formby Tung Oil Finish, which while again is a Wiping Varnish, simulates raw Tung Oil.  

The third is Min Wax Wipe on Poly which simulates Linseed Oil.  #4 is Min Wax Poly which is a straight 

poly and the 5
th
 is MinWax Lacquer, which of course is a lacquer Ha Ha.  Target Coatings EM6000 is 

THE lacquer all others are compared to and is water based.  Gotta order it and needs to be sprayed on but 

it is the standard other lacquer products try for.  Patented. 

 

The goal of this thread is to show what type of colors/sheens/color casts etc. are inherent in these finishes 

and curing results.   

 

All of the finishes considered are satin finishes with the exception of TRU-OIL® 
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All of the finishes were applied using 6 coats and the manufacturing recommended recoat time.  All the 

finishes were set aside to cure for 10 days.  The finishes were all applied to clean plate glass for this 

thread. 

 

I am not a professional photographer.  Good Camera, not so good photographer, but I did set, I think, the 

lighting the same for all the pictures and took em all on the same background. .The first picture shows the 

different colors that are in each topcoat.  As an example, the TO has an orange/gold cast to it.  Formby 

and  Wiping Poly also but not as dark as TO.  MinWax poly actually has a more dominant orange/gold 

cast then TO albeit not quite as dark,  and Lacquer is crystal clear.  The “pane” to the right of the lacquer 

is simply clear glass.  Glass is on top of white poster board, shiny side up. 

 

 
 

Not even coatings cause they are applied to glass but for the test good enough. Not interested in going out 

and buying glass slides.   Will apply much more evenly on wood. 

 

 

 

 



 

http://www.rimfirecentral.com 

3 

Picture #2 is designed to show the effects on the “primary” colors that can be found in wood.  The better 

the grade the more and brighter the colors, albeit they are still subtle.  Not anywhere near as visible as 

here.  The notes above and below the product indicate the results.  What is interesting is that both of the 

MinWax brands tended to “green” out the blue. 

 

 

 
 

If you have a photo editor you can screw around with this and the “cast” will be more dominant. 

 

The colors are painted on with water based stuff, donated by my 6 year old granddaughter and painted on 

by her on the poster board.  Far left is what the colors look like with no glass over them.  Far right same, 

but with clean glass.   
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The next picture is designed to show colors such as above in actual wood.  The colors were drawn in with 

magic markers and then the wood was dyed, not stained, with a custom dye my wife made years ago.   A 

dye was used instead of a stain because stains are simply a thin paint and generally will obliterate subtle 

colors and a number of shades with any application other than a very mild “wash”.   

 

The first pic is of the wood piece. 

 

 
 

This pic was really tough to take.  Artificially darkened via a Photo Editor.  Subtle colors of wood are 

really hard to see indoors and even harder to take a picture of outdoors.  Outdoors they change 

dramatically based on the angle you are trying to take the picture at.  Back in the day, the comment was 

that if you really wanted to see the quality of the wood and the finish you “had to get up on it in the 

sunlight”.  What you do is tilt the end of the stock towards the sun after you finish it and lift the end up 

and down slowly and look down the stock.  If the wood looks like it has peaks and valleys in it then you 

did good. Tiger Maple especially will look like it has deep grooves in it as you look across the grain.  

Optical illusion but you will swear you got like ¼” valleys in the wood. 

 

The human eye is far better than a camera so taking pics rarely shows the colors unless you do it with a 

really really expensive camera/lighting etc.  AND know what you are doing. 

 

In any case the colors shown and then dyed over, are the most frequent colors in wood other than the base 

color of the wood itself. 
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The next pic is with the topcoats simulated over the wood substrate.  Again, tough to photograph. 

 

Have to show em with each topcoat cause if I don’t the detail won’t show up. 

 

 
 

The TRU-OIL® basically wiped out all the colors with the exception of the yellow and it muted that to an 

orange cast. 

 

Formby basically did the same thing but not quite as dark. 

 

The MinWax Wipe on Poly showed all the colors but the yellow and orange are tinted a tad gold. 

 

�OTE:  Boiled Linseed Oil, IMO,  is closer to the Wipe On Poly then the other finishes shown. 

 

 
 

 

The MinWax Poly kept most of the colors but wiped out the brown (bottom color).   

 

Lacquer showed all colors.  Far right is simply glass. 
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This picture is designed to show the curing results of the products tested.  Not when they are hard but 

when they are cured, or supposedly so. 

 

 
 

After 10 days of cure time the glass is laid finish down on a piece of towel over a board and then clamped 

tightly.  As the notes indicate, the larger the fibers/knap look, the softer the finish because the fibers/knap 

are able to push into the finish.  The smaller looking fibers/knap are more squashed by the finish cause the 

finish is harder.  What this test says is that while you can handle a refinished weapon pretty quick after 

you refinish it, hard is not cured.  What that means is that you don’t want to put the stock in any type of 

enclosed fabric container for any length of time during the cure time and for sure after exposure to UV for 

a couple of hours.   AND more importantly, you don’t want to add any other chemicals such as waxes etc. 

until the topcoats are fully cured. 

 

I have not found any of these products that were not cured in 21 days from the last coat but if you honk 

the application all bets are off and could take longer.  I just let the stuff sit in my shed, humidity and all, in 

the dark during the 10 days before the test and again after the 21 days..   

 

Watco Danish oil which is made from smashing Danish Citizens (joke-but there ain’t no such thing as 

Danish Oil) has been known to take, literally months, to cure if put on either too thick or with not enough 

time for the coating to surface harden.  Worse then BLO. 

 

You slap any of this stuff mo quick and too thick and you are gonna have problems, either immediately or 

down the road and they won’t always be the bonding issues but can also be the sheen, the depth and the 
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color representation.  Fisheyes and “dents” which look like unfilled pores, are fairly common from storing 

uncured topcoats on wood in fabric bags or padded cases for long periods of time during the curing 

process and lots of gun socks will really chew up a finish in short order if they have any silicone in em.  If 

you can store the weapon in the air, inside if possible. 

 

Topcoats are designed and formulated for pieces of wood that are not enclosed in anything that touches 

them and in most cases fairly flat.  Table tops, table legs, cabinets, book cases etc. and airflow is a critical 

factor in leveling, hardening and curing.   

 

So what does all this mean?    

 

There are no BAD topcoats.  Unless you decide to make your own.   Survival of the fittest on 

commercial products.  They all have unique characteristics because you simply cannot use the exact same 

formulations legally and each company also has their own subtle stuff that they want to advertise to create 

customers.  You can screw up any woodworking project though and it does not matter what chemicals 

you are using.  Most of the ones I have seen are “people” fault not product fault.  Zillions of “home 

brewed” topcoats but the fundamental chemicals in them are gonna respond in the same way unless you 

mix up something that screws up the binders, hardeners or other chemical reactions to each other. 

 

Topcoats used by DIY gun stock woodworkers, are in most cases, highly personal and are used because of 

either confidence from actual applications or because of “references”.   

 

Wood has a variety of colors in it besides the expected “brown’s” Maple is a great example with a variety 

of yellows, gold’s, browns, auburn etc. 

 

The higher the quality of the wood, the more colors you will have, in general.  Can be really tough to 

see cause in many cases you can only see em when the wood is wet, with water, which spooks people 

(raise the grain) and almost impossible to see unless you are in sunlight and you gotta look fast before the 

water gets absorbed.  But they are there none the less.  Sometimes you can see em really good with like a 

20X jewelers loop but again gotta be fast.   

 

There are exceptions such as Black Walnut which is mostly muted browns and charcoal shades.  When 

dry, looks like really weathered wood. . . . darn near gray.  When wet, not too slick either but explodes 

with a topcoat.  Other exceptions but wood like those are rare for rifle stocks unless you get a custom 

made one. 

 

So like anything else, IMO and IME, before you go zooming off on either coloring your stock and or 

topcoating it, it pays to spend some time staring at it to try to figure out the quality of the wood and the 

subtle colors in it.  May not be able to see so much as “get a feeling” but again worth the look IMO and 

IME.  If you get the “vibes” then pretty good bet you got some good stuff.  Nothing wrong with 

intuitiveness. 

 

If you have a nasty old Birch or Beech stock then using something like Lacquer to get a crystal clear 

topcoat ain’t gonna get you much unless that is what you want.  Also if you look at various topcoats you 

ain’t gonna cover up the blonde “flakes” or “stripes”.  Simply part of the wood. 
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If you get some really nice wood, or Hit the Lottery, then the above may help you decide on how you 

want the color represented along with the depth and sheen. 

 

“Popping” the wood actually is done based on the depth of the topcoat.  The sheen gives you the light 

refraction.  Together they enhance the colors. 

 

This stuff is NOT hard.  It is not rocket science stuff either.  Well within the capabilities of the RFC 

members, based on posting etc.  Not scary unless you make so.   There also ain’t no magic bullets on this 

stuff either. 

 

noremf(George) 

 

 

 


