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Want a perfectly stained proj
every time? Here are a few e
ways to ensure SUcce:

Ask a woodworker what type of
stain he or she likes to use and most
often you'll get the generic reply
“oil stain.” Oil or pigment stains
have been the standard way to color wood for years But as anyone who has worked with oil stains
— and for good reason. For the most part, they're very  knows, the process isn't completely foolproof. And
easy to use and produce reliable results. You simply  at this stage of a project, if something goes wrong,
wipe or brush the stain on the wood, let it “soak i n” it's a serious downer. But the good news is that for
for a few minutes and then wipe off the excess. It'sa every problem you might encounter with oil stains,
simple way to obtain a very dramatic change in color, there’s almost always an easy way to prevent it from
as you can see in the photo above. occurring or to solve it afterward.
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1 Stir it Up
If you apply an oil stain and the like it's ready to use, but | always give
color looks “weak” and washed out, ita good stirring to make certain. You'll
you might have overlooked an impor-  need to scrape all the pigments off the
tant step. The pigments in oil stain are  bottom and stir until the mix looks
simply suspended, not dissolved, inthe  uniform. And then for good measure, |
solvent. While the can sits on the shelf close the can and shake it for a minute
unused, the pigments gradually settle  or two. This ensures the stain will give
to the bottom to form a thick, gooey the color you had expected.
layer (photo at right). And when you're staining a large
So after opening a can of stain, | never project over a period of time, it's a good
make assumptions. The stain may look idea to stir the can periodically.

: 2 Fix Glue Spots
| think every woodworker’s fin- of the affected area. You want to sand

ishing nightmare is to apply stainto a  away the glue without creating a dip
project, only to find some glue was left  in the surface. Carefully scraping away
on the surface and is spoiling the job. the glue, followed by sanding is also an
The glue won't allow the stain to pen-  option. Just be sure to sand up to the
etrate into the wood and you end up  same grit as the surrounding area.
with a light, unstained area that sticks After double-checking to make sure
out like a sore thumb (right photo). all the glue is cleaned off, you can
Unfortunately, this is an all too com-  restain the sanded area. You may need
mon occurence, but the fix is easy. It to go over the surrounding area as well
starts with some careful spot sanding to even out the color.
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No Streaks or Smears

It's not uncommon, espe-
cially when working on a large
project, to inadvertently leave a
heavy streak or smear of stain
behind when cleaning off the
excess (photo below). Or you might
miss some stain that's lodged in a
hard-to-reach corner. Occasionally,
the problem is simply a matter of
applying stain to too much surface.

Avoid Blotching

Some types of wood have a
well-deserved reputation for being
hard to stain. Cherry, maple, and
pine fall into this category. A coat

When you can’t clean the excess off
fast enough, the stain starts to tack
up before you get to it.

Don’t panic. This isn’t a big deal.
In most cases, all you need to do to
remove the dried stain is “re-wet”
the area with fresh stain. The sol-
vent will soften the stain and allow
you to wipe down the area for an
even, streak-free color.

of oil stain usually leaves you with
a very blotchy appearance, caused
by uneven absorption of the stain
(left half of board below).

Sand Away Scratches

When you apply an oil stain,
the pigments become trapped in
the pores and other nooks and
crannies on the surface. This is
what gives color to the wood.
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But you'll find that the stain isn’t
choosy. Rough, crossgrain sanding
scratches or heavy swirls from a
power sander can attract and soak
up more stain than the surround-

ing area. Once the stain
goes on, the scratches pop
right out and spoil the job
(lower right photo).

The key is to avoid this
problem with careful and
thorough sanding before
staining. But if it's too late
for that, you can always
sand away the scratches
and then restain.
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Matching End Grain

The porous, end grain surfaces on
a project will soak up stain like a sponge.
The downside is that the end grain looks
much darker than the surrounding areas.
But there’s an easy way to avoid this
unwanted contrast. Before staining, take
the time to sand the end grain to a finer grit
than the rest of the project. The smoother
end grain will trap fewer pigments, and
the color will match better (photo below).

Here, the best cure is an ounce
of prevention. On blotch-prone
woods, it's a good idea to apply a
wood conditioner before staining.

A conditioner is essentially just a
clear stain. It penetrates the surface
to partially seal the wood and limit
absorption of the stain to follow.
This gives you a much better shot
at getting a uniform look from your

staining job, as demonstrated on It's easy to
the right half of the board. avoid a blotchy
staining job.
Simply apply a
The Perfect Color ore-stain wood
The final tip is simple, but it's conditioner.

also one that | rely on frequently.

The problem is that it's often a
challenge to find the perfect color
of stain for a project. The cherry
stain you tested is too red or the
mahogany stain is too brown. For
me, a custom mix is the solution.

Stain colors of the same brand
can always be mixed to get an “in
between” color. And even different
brands of stain will often make a
compatible mix. With a little exper-
imentation, you can usually find
the color you're after. Just be sure
to keep track of the formula.



