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Critical Warnings to Read and Heed Before You Begin!

Most chemicals presented in this book are poisonous and/or carcinogenic if ingested and/or inhaled. Take care to keep all chemicals from contact with bare skin and clothing.

Cautionary Notes:


	ALWAYS wear gloves, eye protection and a respirator mask when handling chemicals.

	NEVER use chemicals to color any wood that will be used in food preparation or serving, such as cutting boards, salad bowls or serving utensils.

	ALWAYS thoroughly clean your work surface after working with chemicals.

	ALWAYS properly dispose of your chemicals and solutions under the guidance of your local waste management or environmental agency.

	NEVER mix chemicals at the same time in the same container within the same solution. Each chemical should always be formulated in its own solution in its own container. If you want to use more than one chemical to color your wood, make up a solution of the first chemical, apply it and let it dry. Then make up a separate solution in a clean container for the second chemical and apply it.

	NEVER SPRAY CHEMICALS. Always apply chemicals with a brush or sponge.

	ALWAYS properly store your chemicals in non-reactive containers (such as glass or plastic) in a dark, cool location.

	ALWAYS KEEP CHEMICALS OUT OF THE REACH OF CHILDREN!



One Final Note:

The most efficient (and least confusing) way to research the potential health, safety, environmental and reactivity risks of a particular chemical is to look up its MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheet) or its SDS (Safety Data Sheet). It is much more efficient to search by the chemical’s precise name than to search the internet under the broad category of “SDS for Chemicals.” Many of the latter sites require a subscription or are very easy to get lost in!

So for example, if you are interested in using potassium dichromate, search “SDS for potassium dichromate.” And by reading through several of the results pages, you should gain an understanding of the risks involved. This book shows you the rewards.




Introduction: Why Color Wood?

For centuries, wood has been colored with chemicals and dyes. The question is: Why? The answer has remained the same: Chemicals and dyes enhance the color of wood and impart a deeper aged richness by accentuating the grain pattern in a way that stains and clear coat finishes do not.

As you will notice throughout this book, we refer to the process of “coloring wood.”

If there is only one thing that you take away from this book, we hope it is this: that you no longer use the words “dye” and “stain” interchangeably! They are two separate processes with two separate results. The one thing they share in common is that they both color wood . . . but with quite different effects. Chemicals and dyes color the fibers of the wood without leaving a residue. Light is able to travel into the wood and reflect back, revealing the grain pattern with a great degree of clarity. Stains deposit pigments into the pores of the wood and trap the light, which obscures the grain pattern.
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Woodworker Lilly Plasencia wanted to do something outside of her comfort zone by trying some of the techniques she learned in Brian’s finishing class. Her oak table is spray-dyed with Arti-Dye #138 blue and then grain-filled (highlighted) with gold Cres-Lite metallic powder.
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The base of Marci Slade Crestani’s table is actually made of maple dyed a deep brown color. She wanted the durability, weight and quiet grain pattern of hard maple but preferred a darker colored wood base to highlight the quilted maple top.

To illustrate the difference in terminology, it’s as if you ask someone what they are cooking for dinner, and they say, “I’m going to boil some steaks.” Then you ask someone else, and they tell you, “I’m going to grill some steaks.” Both steaks are cooked. But the flavor and appearance between the two is very different. So it is with coloring your wood with chemicals and dyes versus coloring your wood with stains. Chemicals and dyes improve the flavor of the wood without masking it as stains do.

Beyond the choice of coloring agents (chemicals, dyes or pigments) available, there are also a number of additional methods for coloring wood that are covered.
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Wanting to give an old-world patina to the contemporary design of her walnut table, Marci Slade Crestani applied a solution of potassium dichromate to it.

The point of coloring your wood by any method or medium, however, is to take your project to the next level of craftsmanship. As you are about to discover, there are many reasons to color wood: to heighten or shift tones that are already present in the wood or to completely alter the wood’s color to the tone of another species or to let loose and play with non-wood colors. The results—as you can see by a few of these projects—are worth it.
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An admirer of Charles and Henry Greene’s Craftsman designs, German Lucero made this stunning mahogany nightstand and wanted to recreate the Greene & Greene signature patina. Instead of using potassium dichromate as they did, German color-matched the chemical’s effect with Mohawk Ultra-Penetrating Stain (inaccurately named because it is actually a dye) Dark Red Mahogany and Raw Sienna.
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Gene Leslie is not intimidated by working with sodium hydroxide (lye), having colored his kitchen cabinets with it. He applied a very mild solution of the chemical on this cherry box and colored the walnut sides with India ink.
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Both of these quartersawn white oak boxes crafted by Tony Fortner were fumed with ammonium hydroxide for the same length of time. One is notably darker than the other due to the presence of more tannins in the wood.
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How the Art of Coloring Wood Developed

The centuries-old art of coloring wood with chemicals and dyes owes a huge debt to the textile industry. It was craftsmen in the latter trade who developed coloring techniques that were formulated with plant materials, chemicals and/or animal parts.

Some of these old methods may seem outright weird to us nowadays. For example, back in the 1800s, if you wanted to achieve a red color, you were advised to use the intestinal liquor of a sheep, along with its dung and blood. And you were instructed to advise the butcher to stir the blood really well to prevent its coagulating. Animal urine was also a frequent ingredient in dye solutions. If you were dying textiles, you were sometimes further advised to soak the fabric in water containing animal bones in order to make the color more long-lasting.

Historically, wood furniture had been “colored” primarily through decorative inlays of other non-wood materials, such as mother-of-pearl, tortoise shell, ivory, brass, pewter and precious stones for example. Over time, the increasing availability of exotic woods—due to the growth of the worldwide shipping trade—spurred advancement in the art of marquetry, which was referred to as “painting in wood.” Veneers of various exotic woods were cut and pieced together to form pictures.

However, some colors, like blue and green and true red, are just not found in any species of wood. At best they may be discovered in very light shades inside timber when the wood is first cut, but these colors quickly fade after cutting as the wood is exposed to oxygen and light.

As coloring techniques in the textile industry advanced rapidly, the desire to color wood with chemicals and dyes gained momentum. Textile dyers were highly specialized craftsmen. For example, you could specialize in coloring silk while another person would be an expert in coloring cotton. Or else you could be an expert in a particular color, such as red, and you would know how to treat any type of fabric with this color. A sub-specialty of these branches would be to specialize in coloring whole cloth or just the threads or yarns of a particular type of fabric.

While most dyers took their secrets with them to the grave and because books were prohibitively expensive, the art of coloring with chemicals and dyes was largely learned through private practice. General knowledge of which plants or chemicals produced which colors was easy to obtain but the fine art of doing it well was achieved overwhelmingly through individual trial and error.

A Sampling of Historical Plants for Dyes

AMERICAN BARK, aka QUERCITRON produced a yellow color and was obtained from the bark of quercus nigra. Its discovery is largely attributed to Dr. Edward Bancroft in the late 1700s and his name for the dye combines references to its source material (quercus) and its color (citron). Books published in that time noted that the English government passed an Act of Parliament granting Dr. Bancroft the exclusive privilege of using quercitron as a dye. Perhaps explaining this great honor










A Sampling of Historical Chemicals for Dyes and Mordants
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