ThisisaPaste Wood Filler Article published June 2002,
in Professional Refinishing Magazine.

‘It's a dirty, messy job, but it’s one that ought to
be done.’ That’s Kevin Hancock’s attitude when
it comes to filling the pores of open-pored
woods, because he’s learned from experience
and observation that it makes a real difference
in the way clients look at his finishes. Here, he
offers a step-by-step guide to accomplishing
this important job. e B,
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I the 26 years I've been refinishing pianos,
I've often encountered clients who are un-
happy with the results achieved by other re-
finishers. The color is right and the durabil-
ity of the finish seems fine, but something is
wrong — and most often these clients can't
quite put their finger on it.

But I could — and you probably could, too,
ifyou compared one of these refinished pianos
with anew one. The problem is that the pores
haven't been filled.

Its amzing the difference that filling the pores
makes for open-pored woods such as ma-
hogany, walnut, rosewood and tiger-stripe or
quarter-sawn oak (the cut of oak used on al-
most all pianos and quality furniture made in
the early 20th Century). With the pores open,
these woods can look raw and cheap. With the
pores filled to create a mirror-flat finish, these
woods look elegant and much more formal.

This is true for furniture just as it is for pi-
anos — and clients notice the difference even
if they can’t explain it.

Getting It Done

Filling takes extra time and requires some

degree of physical labor, and this is probably
the reason many refinishers avoid doing it.

The solution for the extra time and work
is, of course, to charge more for the piece.
Sure, it can be tough to ask for more, butit’s
not hard to convince clients that they should
pay extra if you make up some sample pan-
els showing filled-and-finished wood along-
side unfilled-and-finished wood.

Almost invariably, those who love their fur-
nifure will choose the filled look. For those who
choose the cheaper method, it’s their choice,
not yours, and you won't be responsible if they're
not exactly happy with what they get.

There are three distinct ways to fill pores
(as seen in Figure 1):

* Build up many coats of sanding seal-
er and sand them back (fop drawing). This
approach works for a while, but filling with
sanding sealer creates a brittle foundation that's
likely to shatter and leave the area white (the
color of the sanding powder) when the sur-
face is struck hard. After the finish has aged
a few years, the shattering effect might mani-
festitself as radiating cracks.

o Build up many coats of finish and

sand them back (lop drenving). Filling with
the finish is better than filling with a sealer,
butit's wasteful of material and requires a
considerable amount of work because the
finish, which is not as easy to sand as sand-
ing sealer, has to be sanded back a lot.
Moreover, the finish creates an unstable sur-
face that shrinks noticeably back mto the
POres 4s it cures out over 4 vear or 5o.

« [lse a product called paste wood filler

(or grain filler) that's speciatly designed for

Figure 1: When you fill pores on open-
pored woods such as mahogany, walnut, rose-
wood and quarter-sawn oak with just the seal-
eror finish (as in the fop drawing), you have
to do a lot of sanding to cut the finish hack
enough to make the surface flat. And because
the sealer and finish continue to shrink for a
year or more as they cure, the pitting above
the pores will reappear after a time.

When you use paste wood filler to fill the
pores (as in the bottom drawing), consider-
ably less sanding is needed to flatten the sur-
face, and there’s also less shrinking because
the filler, which contains mostly solid mate-
rial, is much more stable than a finish. As
explained in the accompanying text, it's al-
ways best to apply the filler over a washcoat.
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this operation (hottom drawing on page
19). This is by far the best method because it
requires less work, uses less material and cre-
ates a more stable surface with much less
shrinking. This is the method I use —and the
one I'm showing here,

Pastewood Filler

Paste wood filler is very similar to wood put-
ty in that it's composed of a binder and an
inert filler material to which colored pigment
and thinner are usually added. The difference
is that most paste wood fillers dry much more
slowly than wood putty, which means there’s
more working time.

The binder in paste wood filler can be oil
(including an oilvarnish blend or allyd var-
nish) or 2 water-based finish. The inert ma-
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terial in oil-based fillers (the type I like to use)
is usually ground quartz, and the appropriate
thinners are mineral spirits, turpentine or
naphtha (Figure 2).

1t's usually best to thin the filler as it comes
in the can to make it easier to work with, and
this can be done with any of the three thinners
with your choice depending on the desired
flash (evaporation) time. 1like to use the filler
when it's fairly thick, so T don't thin it a lot, but
there are no hard-and-fast rules. Some fin-
ishers I know thin the filler to 2 watery con-
sistency and spray it. As long as it’s thick
enough so the pores get filled and there’s a lit-
tle extra left over to be removed from the sur-
face, everything’s fine.

Mineral spirits and turpentine evaporate
at about the same rate, I prefer to use tur-

Figure 2: Here are the materials | typi-
cally use to fill wood pores. Starting from
the left, there are two colorants (a univer-
sal tinting colorant and a Japan colorant)
that | mixed together for the piano I'm fin-
ishing here to get the color | wanted. There’s
no problem using either of these types of
colorant with oil-based paste wood filler -
or with mixing them fogether.

Next is a mixing can, followed by the
paste wood filler | commonly use. This filler
is “neutral,” so | have to add colorant when
I'm using a clear finish because the filler
doesn’t take stain well after it has cured.
(When I'm painting the wood, | don’t need
to add any colorant to the filler.)

To the right are the two thinners | com-
monly use: naphtha evaporates rapidly, so |
use it when | want to rub off the filler quick-
ly; turpentine evaporates much mare slowly
and provides a feel to the filler that | prefer
to what's provided by mineral spirits.
Sometimes, | use both thinners together —
the naphtha to provide a fast initial evapora-
tion and the turpentine to retard the harden-
ing process so the filler is easier to wipe ofi.
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Figure 3: After I've added the colorant and thin-
ner to the paste wood filler, | stir the mixiure
with a mixing rod on my drill.




Figure 4: To be sure there aren’t any dried lumps in the filler that could scratch the wood in the removal process, | strain the filler through a screen.

pentine because [ like the better flow it seems
to give to the filler, but I will use naphtha
when I want the filler to flash more quick-
ly. And many times, in fact, T use a little of
each thinner.

On hot days or on large surfaces where I
can't slow the evaporation enough with thin-
ner, ['ll add a little boiled linseed oil to slow
the drying. 1add the oil only sparingly (about
half ounce to an ounce in a half-gallon of filler)
s0 as not to slow the drying too much. Then
I check what this does to the drying time be-
fore Tadd more.

Some brands of filler are available with a
colorant already added. If you're using a
“neutral” filler and you want it to be col-
ored, you'll have to remember to add the
colorant before applying the filler because
the filler won’t take stain well after it has
cured. You can do this with any type of oil
or universal colorant; I usually add four to
six ounces of colorant to a half-gallon of
filler (Figure 3).

If you're starting with a fresh can of filler,
vou're ready to go. If the can has been opened
previously, however, it's a good idea to strain
the filler through a screen to remove any dried
lumps of filler. Those solid lumps can seratch

wood when you remove them from the sur-
face later on (Figure 4),

Getting Started

After sanding the surface, remove the saw-
dust from the pores by vacuuming or blowing
it away with an air gun. Then apply a stain if
vou want to color the wood. This can be any
type of stain, including a common wiping stain,
awatersoluble dye or an NGR dye. (I usual-
ly spray NGR dyes, because they dry quickly
and are fairly fade-resistant.)

Following the staining (if you do this step)
or directly on the wood (if you don't), ap-
plya washcoat made up of a thinned coat of
sealer or finish. I almost always use nitro-
cellulose lacquer for my topcoats, so my
washcoat is usually a vinyl-modified lacquer
sealer thinned at a three-to-one ratio with
lacquer thinner.

There are a number of reasons why you
should apply a washcoat rather than a full seal-
ercoat (or the filler itself) directly on the wood:

{1 'The washcoat creates a barrier so the filler;
which is applied next, doesn’t color the wood
and instead affects just the pores. This gives you
more control of the coloring, makes it easier to
remove the excess filler from the surface and
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provides a cushion for sanding or abrading with
Scotch-Brite so no stain will be removed.

() Being very thin, the washcoat breaks
sharply over the edges of the pores, which
causes more filler to remain in the pores
when you're rubbing off the excess. A full
coat of sealer rounds over the edges of the
pores, and more filler will be pulled out
more easily.

(J A better bond is established to the wood
when topcoats can attach themselves to a wash-
coat that's bonded well to the wood. The oil
in the filler can weaken the bond of subse-
quent coats when the filler is applied directly
to the wood.

When the washcoat is dry, it's time to apply
the filler. The steps for doing this are quite
straightforward, particularly if vou keep in
mind that all you're trying to accomplish is to
pack the pores with the filler and then remove
the excess without taking the filler back out of
the pores.

So on non-flat surfaces such as moldings,
turnings and carvings, you can just rub some
of the filler into the pores with a cloth and then
wipe the excess off right away. On large flat
surfaces, however, I'd recommend using the
quicker method shown here:
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| start by applying the paste wood filler to the
wood using a stiff bristle brush. Any old paint-
brush will do, and there’s no reason to be care-
ful in the application: Just get the filler spread
over the surface as guickly as you can. (For the
piano I'm finishing here, | began by spraying on
a brown-mahogany NGR dye stain and then a
washecoat of vinyl-modified lacquer sealer
thinned 3:1 with lacquer thinner.)

Using a 4-inch putty knife with the sharp comers
filed dull to avoid scratching the wood, I now
press the filler into the pores —and simultane-
ously remove most of the excess.

Using another large putty knife, | remove the ex-
cess from the first knife and put it back in the
mixing can for later use. Used this way, a can
of filler goes a long way.
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When the filler starts to dull, | begin wiping off
the remainder by scrubbing across the grain us-
ing a fresh piece of burlap. Ifyou can’tfind old
burlap bags, you can buy burlap at fabric or gar-
den-supply stores. (Either way, be sure the
burlap is clean so you don’t scratch the wood. )
But be careful: It's important not to serub off the
filler before most of the thinner has evaporated
or there will be so much shrinkage back into the
pores that you'll have to fill a second time (af-
ter the first filling has cured overnight).

To pick filler out of grooves and cracks that the
burlap and Scoich-Brite can't reach, | use a “pick
stick” made by sharpening a 3/8-inch dowel rod.
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With about 95% of the filler removed using
the burlap, | take off the remaining scum by
rubbing lightly in the direction of the grain

with maroon Scotch-Brite.
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After two days of drying, | go over the filler with a final pass of maroon Scotch-Brite to make sure the wood is clean: Any streaks of filler that
remain could show through the finish!

When I'm satisfied that no filler re-
mains on the surface (even in areas that
might not show, such as where hinges
are attached), | begin spraying. The first
coat is the same vinyl sealer | used for
the washcoat, but this time thinned only
25% with lacquer thinner. '

Next, after sanding the sealer smooth,
I build coats of nitrocellulose lacquer. |
usually spray six to ten coats, the goal
being to build a thick enough lacquer coat
so | can be confident | won't rub through
it, especially near the edges, when | sand
the surface perfectly level with 320-grit |
sandpaper. Next, | apply two final coats |
of lacquer and let it cure for at least a
week (and longer if possible) before | be-
pin the final rubbing.

| used to rub by hand, but that’s too
much work for an object as large as a
piano, so | now use a pneumatic rub-
bing machine (see “Achieving a ‘Piano
Finish,” " Prafessional Refinishing,
August 2001, page 28.)
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Here's the finished piano (A) and a close-up of the filled-pore finish (B).

Kevin Hancock owns and operates Hancock Restorations,
a small piano-restoration shop in Monrovia, Md.
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