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Building Chairs

Our spindle work, chairs, beds, settees etc. were all built
using the same basic systems. Seats were of one piece pine,
bored with electric powered, hand-held drills through jigs that
consisted of a seat blank with short pieces of hardened steel
pipe set in place at the proper angles. These drilling jigs ha ve
a long history as they were �rst developed here in the days of
the tobacco barn factory, and remain in use today. As usual,
we invented them out of necessity.

We shaped spindles using the methods described earlier:
chair legs and spindles of oak were roughed out on a band-
saw. Any holes required were bored on a drill press, and the
ends of the spindles were chucked to make a round tenon.
The machined leg or spindle was placed in a vise and a spoke-
shave was used to sculpt and smooth the part. Spindle work
assembly was characterized by either blind holes, with the
round tenon pegged with a dowel, or a wedged tenon with
a glued wedge driven into the end of the tenon. The tenon
spreads and makes a tight �t in the hole. When the glue is
dry, the tenon and wedge are cut off and the cut sanded �ush
with the surface of the seat, arm or back.

Chair seats were scooped out by hand tools (using small
scorps and the like) and then later by electric-powered tool s
with cutting heads on them. They were still held by hand, and
seats were literally hand carved. No two seats were exactly t he
same!

But now we had to �gure out a better way of drilling the
many holes needed in a chair seat—holes that had to be prop-
erly positioned, each with the correct angle and orientatio n.
Of course, an expensive, dedicated machine was out of the
question, even if they had been available in those days (they
weren't). We needed to �nd a way to simplify the laying out
of each chair seat and calibrating the angles to locate drill ing
spots so we could drill the holes quickly and accurately usin g
a simple handheld drill.
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We started off using a simple wooden jig. Having laid out
and drilled all the holes the hard way once, we could use the
jig to drill holes in blanks. We made a master in hardwood,
and adjusting for the thickness of the jig, drilled through t his
wooden jig into the seat blank. The method sort of worked,
but we had to look for a better way. We needed to line the
big holes with metal so they would hold up better than wood,
but the metal had to be hardened so that it wouldn't wear,
and not so hard as to destroy a drill bit on contact. With the
help of a retired machinist, Rolf Wallach, (who had bought
the old stone house the Hunt brothers had built back in the
late 1920's) we were soon installing these drill guides into our
master jigs.

The system worked so well that we built many jigs, allowing
us to create a large variety of spindle work styles. To bore a
chair seat now, all one had to do was to clamp the jig on the
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seat blank, drill through the pipes and remove the clamps.
Many of these same jigs are still in use to this very day.

While we had great success with these parts, there was
one major part we needed for chairs that we just didn't have
the right equipment for: bentwood for chair backs. Bending
wood—successfully—is such a specialized art, I wisely deci ded
that buying was better than building in this case. But we stil l
didn't want to pay full price for bentwood. We found a per-
fect situation with a buggy wheel manufacturer in Philadel-
phia, Hoopes Bros. & Darlington, a name not easy to for-
get! (Today, I understand their setup is featured in a mu-
seum). Buggy wheels are made from two separate pieces of
bent wood, each one a half of a wheel. We bought their reject
steam-bent blanks, cut them in shorter lengths (eliminatin g
the defective sections), and made chair backs out of them. In
later years, when a greater assortment of sizes and styles we re
needed, we turned to Charles Linke of Shushan Bentwood for
all kinds of custom bending for our designs.

With the move to the tobacco barn,
the shift from chestnut to New England
White Pine and oak, and the additional
design capabilities of Julian, the product
line constantly expanded. Trestle tables
took the place of sawbucks, and heavy-
weight round tables took the place of the
simple peg leg styles. The continuous-
bow arm chair was conceived and pro-
duced for the �rst time. This item be-
came one of our most popular chairs; it

features one single piece of wood, steam bent (with a com-
pound bend) for both the back and arms.
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How we would Build a Spindle-style Armchair

Work starts with the seat. First, cut off a sixteen-
inch wide pine plank large enough for the seat.
Next, plan the locations of the leg holes, spindle
holes and arm post holes, using an angle bevel to
plan the angles for comfort and strength. Think
through the height and width to work out the
lengths of parts. Bore holes in the seat for the
round tenons, (we call these “pins”). Usual sizes
were 5/8” for spindle bottoms, and 7/8” for leg
and support posts. This is the hardest part—
you might need help in sighting the drill angle
to the desired bevel. Correct angle is one thing;
the direction of the angle is another. We found
the simplest way that always worked was to de-
�ne a center point on the seat blank, and direct
all angle boring that way.

The frame of the chair is radial, so this technique
works for legs, back posts and arms just as well.
After all, you are enclosing the human body in
a portion of a circle. Next comes the legs and
stretchers. First you chuck a pin on your leg
squares, and insert them dry into the leg holes.
Mark layout directly on the legs for the desired
stretchers and locations. Make base parts by
chucking stretchers and inserting them in holes
located at proper height from the �oor. Go about
the top of the chair in similar fashion, chucking
spindles on both ends and �tting into seat and
back bow.

The back bow is a bit of work in itself. If you can
buy a curved blank, it's easy. If you want to make
your own bend, that's another whole project!
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(cont. . . )

Hold the back bow and arms up to the spindles,
and mark the holes to be bored, along with an-
gles and diameters. Once all parts are made and
tested by assembling rough parts dry (no glue),
take the assembly apart and complete process-
ing the parts. In the old days, with few power
tools, we would spoke shave the legs and spin-
dles, shape out the seat with scrapers, hand sand
all parts, then assemble by gluing and wedging,

Once dry, cut off all protruding wedges and ex-
cess tenons, and sand smooth. Then apply lin-
seed oil, thinned with turpentine. Repeated coats
are necessary to get a rich, natural oil �nish.

And that's all there is to it! This basic process was
greatly re�ned over the years as more modern
machinery and procedures were adopted. Today,
machines such as CNC (Computerized Numeri-
cal Control), double-end tenoners, seat scoopers,
pro�lers, multihead drill machines, and so on are
used to create similar chairs with much less hu-
man effort. As with much of Hunt furniture, to-
day's designs had their roots in the handmade
pieces of the past. As much as possible, the old
look created by hand tools is maintained with
modern machinery. In many cases, parts are still
shaped and sanded on machines but controlled
by the skilled craftsman holding the part against
the cutting or sanding machine. This way, no two
parts are precisely the same, resulting in our “one
of a kind” pieces.
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Hitting Our Stride

The tobacco barn days had their lighter moments, with vivid,
memorable images that stay in one's head through the years.
I remember we had a hoist rigged up over a door on the sec-
ond �oor, so we could raise or lower anything heavy between
�oors. With a hoist, you have one loose rope and one un-
der tension. A young man with the memorable nickname of
“Snake” made the mistake one noon hour of trying to beat
the others out of the building by hurtling himself through th e
open upper door and by grabbing a rope to go down that way.
Unfortunately for him, he grabbed the wrong rope and fell the
whole distance, landing on his face on the ground below. He
was not hurt, but was considerably shaken up!

Then there was the day Oliver, a natural-born practical
joker, was in the yard moving lumber. Oliver had spied a hor-
net's nest under one end of some boards. He saw a likely
prospect nearby, stood at the other end of the boards, and
called out, “Hey Stan, give me a hand.” Stan came over grum-
bling, but picked up the plank for him. Hornets swarmed out
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and literally chased Stan across the yard and down toward
the river with severe stings to his rear. Every time Stan woul d
yell, Oliver would laugh all the louder. Some sense of humor!

These boys played rough.

Besides helping build furniture myself, I had to run the
company, too. I would accumulate operating �gures from my
small desk, and then take the information home where my
wife, Nan, would keep the books for the company. We had a
small house that we built mostly by ourselves, about �ve mile s
up the road from the tobacco barn, on an existing foundation
purchased from my Uncle Bob. Nan could not come in to
work in the tobacco barn or on the grounds, as we had our
�rstborn, Michael, who required her presence, so I took the
�gures home to her instead.

One day, I received notice that the IRS would arrive to con-
duct an audit. I was not aware of any real problem areas,
but nonetheless was concerned. Well, I need not have wor-
ried. When the agent arrived at the factory, I told him “My
wife keeps the books at home, you'll have to go to the house
and see her”; and the agent did just that.

Nan brought out the books, and just as the agent started
to peruse them, my new son started wailing with all his might!
The agent quickly closed the books, said “looks all right to m e”
and left rather abruptly. That was Michael's �rst contribut ion
of many to our company.

Things were in full swing; we had survived the IRS, the to-
bacco barn factory was humming along, and we were produc-
ing furniture in quantity that got peoples' attention—a uni que
look that couldn't be found elsewhere.

And then the tobacco barn, and everything in it, burned to
the ground.
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