
A COUPLE OF “GOLDEN” RULES FOR STOCK FINISHING-OR FURNITURE FOR THAT 

MATTER. 

 
 
This thread is a two part overview on the stuff in the title. The first is a general overview of getting the stock 
ready and the second is how to check what comes next and why. My best shot at staying away from the 
technical stuff and also to try and keep it as short as possible. 
 
This thread is primarily for those folks that don't do a lot of stocks or a lot of woodworking. Basically 
“normal weekend warrior” DIY folks. . . . whatever “normal” is. Sometimes I wonder how many “normal” 
folks are on RFC. 
 
There are as many “pet” ways to finish wood as there are folks that now know how to post on the Internet 
which is to say more then you can probably ever look up or want to for that matter, and each needs to 
measured against the old “does this make common sense” rule along with the knowledge or practical 
wisdom which is only gained from what one has personally observed, encountered, or undergone which is 
called experience. Without those two things you jeopardize your chances of the getting the best results. 
 
There are a couple of problems with what gets posted though. 
 
First off are the credentials of the posters. The majority of posters don't have any and even those that do tend 
to push their personal favorites which may or may not be good for a gun stock. Stuff that works well on 
large flat surfaces often does not on non flat surfaces like a gun stock. Chemicals appropriate for say 
wooden steps will generally look like plastic on a small wooden piece etc.  
 
You also can probably count on one hand the number of folks who talk about “collateral damage” so to 
speak and the downsides of what chemicals they use and there are those no matter what those chemicals are. 
 
I have never seen a woodworker who has been published or for sure on the Internet who has come back with 
“what my project now looks like after X years” and why it looks like that. Normally “that” means not so 
good anymore. The only folks that do that are the Chemical “Houses” and getting stuff from them is not that 
easy. Don't like to show their products when they failed regardless of the reason. 
 
The last, from a broad standpoint is the “justification” stuff. “Hey this guy thinks like I already do” = 
because he does I like what he is saying and am gonna do it, which is by far the largest or “Hey this looks 
pretty simple and what he showed on ehow only really took like 20 minutes or some small amount of time. ” 
= I don't want to be messing around with my stock more then I can do in a couple of hours over like a 
weekend. #2 on the justification stuff. Both are pretty dopey.  
 
Most RFC folks are not gonna only shoot 3 rounds at 25 yards and conclude that the gun and ammo are 
fantastic and then go to matches. It takes experimentation and time to figure that stuff out especially with 
.22's. Same for wood finishing. The overall time one needs to invest far outweighs the application time. 
 
There are though, essentially 3 areas that experienced woodworkers tend to agree on even if the ways to get 
there might be somewhat different. 
 
The first is that wood prep is by far THE key to success and sanding is THE key to that. The grit used to 
prep the substrate is critical. 320 grit may not show scratches, especially if machine applied like with an 
orbital sander and on a large flat surface like a table top but in many many case will show scratches on 
smaller non flat stuff like a gunstock. Especially a gunstock. Folks are gonna “get up on” a gunstock 



whereas looking at a table top is normally from feet or yards away and lots of times there is something on 
that table top or chest of drawers or whatever that distracts the eye from the finish. 
 
400 grit, wet dry black automotive paper, done either wet or dry, your choice, is the minimum grit that one 
can use that will not show sanding scratches. 600 is better and obviously the higher you go the smoother the 
wood will get but there is a point where further sanding does not get you much. That point is your personal 
satisfaction as to what it looks like. 
 
What follows now is the checking stuff and the real purpose of the thread. 
 
Many experienced woodworkers will always check what they are doing before they do something that is 
planned to be permanent on the wood. 
 
I don't know if everyone knows Norm Abram of the New Yankee Workshop but if you ever watched his 
show you will notice he often has a prototype piece and if you visit him, which I did, he has a large 
dumpster filled with pieces that did not work. Doesn't just whip that stuff up in 30 minutes or an hour. 
 
On stock prep most folks feel the best way check it to use Mineral Spirits, Paint thinner is the same stuff, 
which won't harm the wood or contaminate it. Slosh the stuff on there and while wet, look at it in sunlight if 
at all possible and if not in the strongest light you can manage. While wet you will see imperfections 
including “shiny” spots if you had removed an previous finish, where some of the finish is still on there. 
Can take a number of applications over a few days to make sure you have the best wood prep you can get or 
what you want but well worth the effort especially since you only have to do it once. 
 
That “golden rule” is pretty easy to do. 
 
The next are not so easy and many folks just ignore them because they simply don't want to invest the time, 
but are just as important and maybe more so, and that is to check PRIOR TO USING, the chemicals you 
are going to use on the wood which is the thrust of this thread.  
 
This includes colorants, glues and topcoat/finishes. I have been making Reproduction Antique Furniture 
with either exhibition or museum grade wood, for close to 50 years which does not preclude me using the 
same protocols etc. on a gun stock nor does it invalidate what I know, and I check the chemicals prior to 
using EVERY time even if I have been using some of them for decades and I do do gun stocks by the by. 
Just not as many as a lot of folks on RFC and I don't do em to make money. Only for me, family and a few 
selected friends. 
 
You never know if the chemicals went south, if a new batch might be substandard, if the atmospheric 
conditions are funky at the time you are working on the wood or whatever. The list what can alter their 
performance is large and that includes how you apply stuff as you age etc. Getting older tends to change 
how you do stuff. 
 
When I say EVERY time I mean regardless of the quality of the wood. 
 
Not gonna learn the “glass” protocol (see below) in a weekend but kinda fun to mess with on a rainy, or for 
our “Yankee” brothers and sisters, a snowy day. Both can be done in the house though as long as you put 
paper down under the pieces. Few of the chemicals you are gonna screw with are smelly. Doing either on 
your “significant other's”, if you have one, dining room table might not be a good idea though. 
 
You can equate checking chemicals to dry fitting an action in a stock you are working on or dry fitting 



pieces of furniture or shelves or whatever. Achieving good results without doing that is simply dumb luck 
and make no sense at all. One application that really screws up a lot of people is using a rattle can directly 
on the project without testing it out on a piece of scrap whatever, wood or metal, or on an area that will not 
be visible. 
 
On wood working the two areas that definitely need to be checked in advance are coloring and finish. 
 
To do that you need some type of scrap wood and the minimum and and a small piece of glass if you want 
to take the next step, like 2”x4” or 2”x6” with edges either masked or polished out so you won't cut 
yourself. The glass is pretty easy to get but the scrap wood baffles a lot of folks. Well there is a solution for 
that and that is to buy a hobby packet of Basswood from like Hobby Lobby or Michael's etc.  
 
Looks like this: 
 

 
 
There are 100 pieces, that's right folks, 100 pieces of Basswood, in the pack. A whole slew of sizes and 
wood prep ranging from simply rough cuts to pieces sanded to 1,000 grit.  
 
You can get scrap pieces of pine, often for free, but IMO pine is way too soft, just sucks up chemicals, and 
the grain patterns are often very large. Also has a tendency to have an orange cast to it. You can also buy 
1”x3”x3' pieces of hardwood hobby boards in a variety of woods for a small amount of money but cutting 
them down is not that easy unless you have a table saw, and having a bunch of 3 foot boards laying around 
is a little much even for me. 
 
IMO and IME get the Basswood.  
 
Basswood has a lot going for it and those things just about cancel out the downside(s) of the wood. 



 
Won't satisfy everybody but sometimes you can get trampled by the elephants while you are taking stuff out 
to the fifth decimal point. 
 
While bland from a grain pattern aspect, you can color it to make it look like just about any wood color you 
want. Won't have the grain pattern of say walnut but you can even do that with a little practice. 
 
It is very easy to “machine”. Can hand sand. Can cut easily with a coping saw. Can trim easily with an 
Exacto knife set. Can “gouge” it to simulate that. Can glue pieces together. Can cut a piece to replace a 
missing piece on a stock, especially in places like the barrel channel etc. and with a little work can make the 
repair literally invisible. 
 
It is the softest of the hardwoods. That ought to screw everybody up. “Softest of the hardwoods”, but it is 
still a hardwood. 
 
“Basswood is both very light and very soft: perhaps among the softest of wood species that is still 

considered a hardwood. But although it’s very light, it has an outstanding weight-to-stiffness ratio: 

though its overall strength is on par with its low weight. Simply put, when put under stress, it won’t bend 

much, but it will still break.” 
 
When you get a topcoat on it, it’s plenty strong enough from a practical standpoint unless you are simply 
throwing your rifle around etc. 
 
Not something would want where there is repetitive stress but on a gun stock those areas, if they are busted 
are gonna need a more dramatic fix anyway will need some type of mechanical fastener or a dowel, a 
dovetail piece or stuff like that.  
 
In any case you can test colorants on it. Bust or saw a piece up and test glues. Put gouges in it and test stuff 
to fill those and find out for yourself what all that stuff really does and looks like instead of relying on 
Marketing verbiage which is designed to separate us from our money and thus will only show good points 
BUT in such a way that there is always an “out” like “well you must have put it on wrong” or “normally 
works” and we will be glad to send you some more for free. Getting more of what you already have that you 
either did not get to work or did not come out like you thought isn't gonna help you much. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Here is my latest 1/2”x1/2”x10” test piece of Basswood. Each side. 
 

 
 
As you can see, a variety of stuff schmeared all over it. Just about filled up. On the bottom piece of 
Basswood “shiny areas” are tests for a glue filler. Applies to the stuff farther down in this thread. 
 
Does not have any topcoats on it as I use a wider piece to test that and I don't have any pics right now. Wife 
used up what I had as kindling. But what I do do ALL the time is apply the same coat to the Basswood that 
I am applying to the piece at the same time. I then can check the Basswood to see how it is curing and don't 
have to touch the piece itself. Fingerprints are a PIA to fix and even if a topcoat may look hard it often is 
not. 
 
Here is an example of using a glue to fill gouges. Not the only way to do that but might be the most 
effective as the glue will be far more robust then any other filler. Tricky and does take some practice. 
 
This exercise was done because of an RFC member who had areas that he wanted to fill and those could not 
be raised through steaming. Basswood was left rough finished as it came in the pack. 
 



There are about 20 pictures on the steps and what they looked like but the before an after will keep the post 
down. IMO pretty self explanatory. I cut the gouges with a small screwdriver. 
 

 

 
 
The test was to show that a PVA glue will not take a color. That goes for PVA fillers as well and virtually 
all wood fillers are PVA products. 
 
No attempt was made to blend in via sanding or whatever or to create a textured fill. Simply to show that 
color matching is possible and with a little care can get pretty good and how doing this kind of stuff on 
scrap wood is worth the time and effort.  
 
You can actually remove the color on the PVA glue easily with Mineral Spirits or any cleaner. I left it on to 
show it even at its best.  
 
Obviously you can use darker glues and can color them but they still can be very visible when they set up. 
 
So now you have no real excuse not to mess with “scrap” wood cause for $10 you can get a hundred pieces 
which ought to last you for awhile and adding another 5 bucks or so for a coping saw to cut em up is less 
then a brick of ammo.  
 
If nothing else you can use a piece to level out a wobbly chair or whatever or glue to the back of a thin piece 
of whatever and then use the Basswood for the screws to hang it or whatever. Works good to make 
templates also. Or for kids or grandkids to make stuff out of like wooden knives. Makes for great doll house 
furniture. Lots stronger then Balsa wood. Some of the pieces are like 4” wide. 
 
Next up is if you want to get fancy.  
 



Some of the pics are from another sticky but the protocol is to use a piece of glass instead of or in addition 
to the basswood. Somewhat harder then using the wood but once you practice some you can get it down 
pretty good. This protocol also makes common sense. 
 
The pictures are to demonstrate how glass can be used not primarily the effects of finishes. Don't get hung 
up on that albeit the stuff shone is accurate. 
 
Biggest problems are to get an even coat of the whatever you are checking out and keeping the glass level 
while they set up. Glass is not exactly conducive to being coated with a chemical but that can be done by 
being patient like with an artist brush for non rattle can topcoats or dyes or whatever. Simply a learning 
exercise that some time and practice.  
 
The idea is that you put what you are going to do on the glass then after it sets up, hold the glass over the 
stock to see what it will look like when you actually do it. Not 100% but sure a lot better and safer then just 
doing the stock and hoping for the best. Can be done with colorants, topcoats and glues. 
 
Here is a pic of that being done: 
 

 



 
Another benny of either the glass or Basswood is that you can practice getting stuff OFF. Can use a razor 
on the glass then clean up with solvent or just use the solvent or a stripper and with the wood you can just 
mess with the stuff you are planning to use and see what happens. 
 
The exercise here is to show the “color casts” of a small variety of topcoat/finishes on a colored piece of 
wood but they represent the majority of topcoat/finishes. I used a flat piece of Basswood instead of holding 
the glass over the stock and trying to take pictures because it was simply easier to lay the glass on there then 
grow a third hand or use a clamp to try and get it over a non flat stock surface. 
 
AGAIN these pics come from a sticky already on this forum which addresses coloring wood etc. 
 
Some pics: 
 
This is the base piece of wood. Colors were drawn in with magic markers and then some nasty old light 
walnut dye I had laying around was added. I wanted it light cause it is easier to take a picture of it then when 
it is dark. See above on the glue about that.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



This is the comparison. You can see how the color cast hides the subtle colors in the wood (IE: the magic 
markers. 
 

 
 
Bottom piece is a tad lighter in the pic then it really is but still able to see the effects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
This pic is on the topcoats on only the colors which were painted on to a white piece of poster board using 
some water colors from an el cheapo water color set my grand daughter had. 
 

 
Again the “coloring” stuff is already on another forum but the purpose of this thread is to highlight one of 
the “Golden Rules” and also to eliminate the excuses most folks don't want to do the pretesting, like no 
scrap wood or gotta use walnut or beech or birch or whatever wood my stock is. 
 
Again, I test my stuff out for EVERY project and with exhibition or museum grade wood I do both the 
Basswood and the glass before I get near the piece. MAKE NOTES. 
 
I have all kinds of Basswood pieces as well as scrap walnut, cherry and maple, lying around the shed as well 
as small jars with different custom made colorants. Some of the stuff goes back like 15 years.  
 
There are some folks, who are really professional woodworkers, that use clear plastic tape like you use on 
sealing boxes. They put that over a section on a piece and then test on that. Gotta be really careful not to put 
any chemicals on there that will melt the tape and you don't want to go past the width of the tape or you will 
be on the wood itself which defeats the testing. 
 
If you want to mess with that as a “graduation” exercise I would again practice on Basswood first. 
Dissolving the tape is easy and a real PIA to get off when that happens. Need to sand it off. 
 
I have done it a couple of times but personally find it nerve wracking. Threw that in cause we have a few 
RFC folks that are really into pushing the envelope so to speak. I tend to be more conservative. 



 
In closing, this stuff is an art, not a science. Takes time and practice and learning for yourself what works 
and what does not relative to what you are trying to accomplish but as you learn it goes faster. 
 
What anybody, including me, tells you is simply information, not experience. 
 
noremf(George)  
 


