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Wiped-on $olyurethane is a surefire
to achieve la beautiful surface

way

I
I

BY SEAN CLiARKE
I

J:t-y, : r  -*

kitchen table is subiect to
more abuse than any

other piece of furni-
ture in the house: Heat, liquids,
and dlolrpcd forks are itrst a
few of the daily assaults this
table must withstand. \When
choosing a finish for a kitchen
table. yotr need sortrething ex-
tremely clurable. Polyr,rrethane
is an excellent choice because
it rates highly as a water and
solvent barrier, and it also has a
hip;h impact resistance.

Traditionally, woodworkers
l-rave bnrsl-red on pclll'r.rrethane
to obtain a finish thick enougl-r
to be durable. Tcro often the re-
sult is a sr.rrface utarrecl by nrns
and brush marks, with an over-
all plastic appearance. My
wipe-on method br"rilds the fin-
ish layer by layer and is ah.t.tost
impossible t() mess ttp. Howev-
er, it is not a methocl fbr those
in a hurry.

Pick your polyurethane
Polyr,rrethanes, a class of varnish
tlrat is totrgh and fast-drying, are
available in solvent- or water-
basecl forms; I recomurend the
frrrmer frrr this wipir-rg r.ttethod.
Solvent-basecl polyurethane
(hereafter simply callecl poly-
urethane) can be thinned by
2Oa/o to 30% using mineral
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w BUILD UP A THICK BASE FOR LONG-TERM PROTECTION

1. THIN THE FINISH
AND APPLY SEVERAL COATS
The polyurethane must be thinned to be
wiped on. For suf f ic ient  protect ion,
numerous coats must be appl ied.
part icular ly to areas most subject  to wear

A thinned finish is easier to wipe on. Use
mineral spirits to thin oil-based polyurethane
by 20o/o to 30% (above). The first coat will soak
into the wood, so apply it generously (right).
Allow each coat to cure four to eitht hours.

s l ) i f i ts  1()  nr l r l i t ' thc v iscosin srr i t : rb le for
n ip ing.  \ \  l r t t ' r  b:rsct l  polvrrrct l r l rnc ( ln l )c
t l r lLr tcr l  bv onlv 10", ,  s ' i th \ \ ' : r ter  hcf i ) fc thc
r ' l  tcnt iclr  I  ntu I icr.r p lrec'olrtcs u ns1 i l l ) lc.

' l  l rcre ure nr l t r tv bruncls of  polvtrrct l tur tc.  I
I t lLr  e hlrc l  gfc l r t  fcsul ts u r th I ) r 'o I i rn ishcr
gloss l rnr l  scnr ig l ( )ss.  nr l r r le l rv l ' l r rks l rnr l
: r r  : t i l r t l t l t '  l l t  ' l  l te I  lonrt '  I ) r ' l ) (  ) t .  \ \ 'hrr te ve f
b l l rncl  vorr  ptrrc h: tsc.  l i  r l lo i r  l l rc r tc 'o l r t -
r r t ' r ' tc i l r t to|rs ()n th( '  (  ln l i ) r  th i r rn in l l  l tncl
t l r r  ing t i r t tcs.

Bui ld up the base coats
\.  i r t  l r r rv f in ishrn.q l ) l ' ( ) ( 'css.  th is onc sturts
, i  i t l r  goot l  prc l ' l  n ork.  Sl t toot l r  : t l l  sr . r r t l tccs
. , , : t l t  l lo er i t  s l r r t r lpuPcf.  l lcr) t ( ) \ 'e r t tost  of
' r  .  . l t rst  n i t l t  r r  v l rcr . runt  ( ) f  l t  t  lc l tn c lot l t .

thcn s ipt '  t l rc srrr f lccs l ig l r t l r  u i t l r  . ,  ' . , .  , . .
c loth to rcnr() \ 'e l r r rv r t 's i t l r l r l  r l i r r t .

- l - l r is  is  t l re poir-r t  to r lo l r r rv st : r i r r i r r , :  I  t
L lsc l l r t  o i l  s l l t i r t  t t r t t lcr  n i l r t ' t l - (  ) : l  \  '  ! "  '
l r . t : t ' r l  I r , , l r  t t r ' t t l t l t t t t '  111,. ' r . - ,  -  .  -
l ) l l \ ' ( )ccl l f .  Instel t t l  u: .e l l  \ \ . r ] ( ' :  :  . , . .  ] . ,  , i
l t l tsecl  st l t i r t .  I :or  t l t is  l l t 's t l t '  t .L . l r '  I  . t .L ' ,  t ' t i
r r i th t l te r t l t lL l t ' l t l ,1vl111 oI  I l t t ' r  I r t  t t r

St l t r t  l t r  t l t i r t r t i r tg l l t t '  1r ,  ' l r  r . r . r ' l l l : l r tL '  l ) \ '
10", ,  to .1O", ,  n i t l r  r r r int ' r ' .L l  .1r i1 ' i1:  I  l re l rest
f l rb l ic '  fo l  r l  iyr ing on { l r t '  f  i r r i ' l r  is  lnut t ( ) l r
c loth.  t l l r r l i t ionlr l ] r  r r .e t l  t (  )  l t iurg nrcl l t .
I Io*crer ' .  t l l is  nr l r tc l i l t l  i :  l r r t r ' t l  to t i t tc l .  l t r tc l
l r r t  l r r ' r ' t 'pt l rb l t '  l r l t t ' rnut ive is l t  st t ' t ' tc l t r ' .
( ) l )cn-\ \ ' r i l \ r .  l int- f ree c() t t ( )n l t ( ) l is l t i r tg
clot l r  sol t l  in l r r . r to-sr-rppl \  st()rcs.

I ro lc l  thc t loth rnto l r  1 ' r l rc l  uncl  c l ip i t  into

'  .  i . ,  l r I r ' r ' l ] l : i l1e.  sc; t teczi t lg () t l t  t l l ( ' ( ' \
. ,  ' -  \ | | i r  t l t t ' l to lvt t lc t l t l t l t t :  t ( )  t l tc 'st t t - f i tc t '
r : r  l , ,nq.  t ' i  t 'n s l ro l ics u i th t l l t  gr l t i r t .
r ! ' (  l r : { r -grng t l rc 1 ' r l t t l  r r  i t l r  l in is l r  i ls  n( ' (  es
. . r l r .  l )on' t  bc too s1'r l l l i l ru in l l rc ' l t r t tot t t t l
\ ( ) r . l  ; r l ) l ) l \ ' . ' l  hc obicct  is  to uipc ' t l r t ' f i r t is l t
( ) l t .  l t ( ) l  o1' l ' .  so go l t r ' l t r  t  o l t  t ] te f  i r -st  ( ( )111. l ts
i t  u i l l  s in l t  i r t to t l r t '  n oot l .  I1 r  orr  r t rc t  o l l ' -
i r rs on l r  l : r r -gt ' t l rb l t ' l i l i t ' th is ortr ' .  i t  p l rvs t r r
tLse sl t \ \  l totscs so t l l t t  \  ( ) r . l  ( l ln f in is l t  l l rc
blrsc ' l r t  l r  ( ( )nr l i )11: l l ) lc  l re ig l r t .  \ \ ' l r rn t l rc t i r -st
(() i l t  h l rs bt ' t 'n l tppl iet l .  let  the u or- l<pie ce
crrre t i r r  f i r r . r r  to c ight  l totrrs.

Sr.rbscclLtrnt  ( ' ( ) r l ts  ( lur  l rc l r l t l t l i t ' r l  n i t l tot t t
l t r rv s l rncl in.q : rs long l rs the t inrc be' ts e 'c ' r t
( ( ) l l ts  is  less t l r l tn I  t  l ror t r -s.  I l  vot t  t 'xcce t l
th is l rnrc.  l ig l r t l r  st  Lr f f  s l rnr l  thc suf l i l (  c \ \  r t l r
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J20-g|it papcr. Each coat neecls to cure bc-
firrc the rrcxt is appliecl, u-hich ntcarrs eight
hours ir-t rr'arn-t. clrv areas, ancl <>r'err-right if
the table is in a clanrp, cool bascrnent. I rec-
olnnrencl upplving a nrir-rir-nur.r.r of six coats
t() l)rotect a kitchen tablctop. btrt if vr>u
\\ 'ent a higher bnilcl ancl sheen, lpplr cight
()r cvelr 10. Most of the basc necrls onlv
threc coats. but are'as l iable to be u.secl lrs
tirotrests n'ill neecl r-nore.

Sand before and after the final wiped-
on coat-Ilefore applying the fir-ral c<xrt.
l ightlv sancl thc tablctop l-ith J20-grit p:r-
l)ef. ther') laet ficl of the dust. Tl.ris stcp re-
nroves enrbecldecl cltrst nibs brrt nright r"rot
renl()\'e snrall cratcrs ir.r tl.rc fir.rish. The linal

coat u, i l l  f i l l  these craters, leaving a fair ly
sux)()th t lnish.

After a r.ninir.num of 2,i hotrrs' clrvir.rg
t inrc, sancl al l  of the surfaces with 320-gri t
pal)er s.'fepl)ecl arotrrtl a cork block. I fl'e-
( luently brusl.r ofT the clust frrm br>th the
table ar.rcl  the sancl ing block with a paint-
brush to r.naintair.r  thc cutt irrg xct i()n of t l )e
sunclpapcr' .  I f  r 'ou st i l l  have shir-rt '  spots
causecl lrv sl ight cleprcssions in thc fhish.
tuse senclpul 'rcr s i thotrt  thc bloc'k lrrrcl  l r1-r-
plv loc:r l izet l  l ight prcssurc n i lh voul f ln-
gers t ( )  renr() \ 'e i l lc .q l r l l r r i t ics.  I )on' t  g<r
overbo:trcl  r tr tcl  srrncl throtrgh t() t l lc l)ure
q'rxrcl.  For thc slrure rctrs()n. l ighten up the
pres.slrrc n'hen block-sancl ing rrear eclges.
It is a grxrcl iclca to \\'cAr A clust rnask n'her-r

2.  SAND WITH
320-GRIT PAPER
lf  you wait  longer than 24 hours
between wioed-on coats.  sand with 320-
gr i t  paper.  Also,  sand before and af ter  the
last wiped-on coat.

Use 32ugfit sandpaper wrapped around a
cork block to levet the finish. Frequently re-
move dust from both the tabletop and the
sandpaper with an old paintbrush to extend
the life of the paper.

Wlpe on a ,ast base coat. Sandin(, may have
revealed small voids and craters. Wipe on a
final coat to help level the surface, and then
sand again.

. l  t  l . \ '  At  ( ; t is l  lo()+ 57



PAD ON THIN LAYERS FOR A SMOOTH FINISHS $61trr l  f ikS-

fllrtnr: 1/
at- 1.  MAKE A RUBBER TO APPLY THE FINAL COATS

Apply a few very th in layers of  polyurethane with a method tradi t ional ly used for padding on
shel lac.  First ,  make a rubber out of  cot ton wadding and an old cot ton bedsheet.  Charge

the pad with the f in ish and then use the rubber to wipe on thin layers of  f in ish.'b\

&r,- -/'---7/

7he corc of a pottshtng rubber. Cotton
waddint, used by upholsterers, acts as tf,e
resetvoir for the finish.

Wrap the outer layer of the rubber. Fold the
cotton bedsheet over the rubber, and then
twist the surprus sheet into a tail that is
tucked in on top of the rubber.

Recharte the rubbet. Unwrap the outer cloth
and pour the finish into the cotton wadding,.
l.yhen it's rewrapped, the rubbet witl give a
morc even release of finish and trap any had
bits of finish or forei(,n matter.

it.t \\ ( )( ) I) \\ ( ) lt 1.. | \ ( l



F attan and dutt the curfiace. llse 600-grlt wetor4ry sandpaper lubrlcated wtth mineral spirits
to smoottr the tabletop and remove any shlny low spots.

sanding because the polyurethane pro-
duces a very fine dust.

Pad on a few flnal coats
Now that you have built up a good base of
polyurethane, the next step is to apply sev-
eral very thin coats of finish to fill any voids
and to leave the surface snto()th and ready
tcl be rubbed ()ut. Borrowing a trick fron.r
French polishir-rg, I emplov a pacl kn<>u'n
as a rubber to lay dou'n thin c<tats of
poly'r.rrethane.

The core of the nrbber is a piece of cot-
ton waclcling, also known as cotton batting,
which y<>u can find in upholstery ancl fab-
ric shops. Cut off a section ror.rghly 8 in. by
6 ir-r., and fold it three times into a tight pad.
Saturate this pad in the finish, sclueeze it
out, ancl then place it on a section o[ used
cotton sheet roughly 8 in. to l0 in. scluare.
Firlcl the edges of the sheet tightly <>ver the
pad, concentrating on leaving the bottorn
of the pacl rvrinkle-free. I-ast. take the ends
<>f tl.re sheet, tvn'ist them into a tail, ancl fold
the tail over ()nto the top of the pacl.

Using polyurethane reduced by 10% with
rnineral spirits, apply a coat with the rub-

ber in straight strokes, with the grain. 1ir
recharge the rr.rbber, ttnwrap the cottoll
sheet and pour the p<>lyttrethane clirectli'
into the wadding before re-forming thc
rubber. This will give a more even relertsc
of finish and will trap any hard bits of f ini:h
that may be floating in the can.

Let that coat dry for 30 minutes t() rrrl
hour so that the surface is not fr.rllv ctrrcrl
but stable. Then repeat this process sclcrrtl
t intes unti l the appearance is gencr:rl lr '
sm(x)th and blemish-free, at s'hicll 1' loirlt
the finish can be left to cure f<>r 2-+ Ilotrrs.

Create an even sheen
To achieve as smooth a surface as ltossible.
sand the tabletop with 600-grit s et-or-clrr'
paper wrapped around a block. ttsills Inilt-
eral spirits as a lubricant. Tl'rere is tro ttcccl
to perform this step ()n tlte l)ase of thc talllc.
After allowing the nlineral spirits to clrv firr
15 to 30 minutes, wipe don'tt ltll of the strr-
faces with a cotton rag or tlttstit'tg ltnrslt. firl-
lowed by a light sweep n'itlt l teck cl<xh.

To even the sheen. I  r tr l ' r  :r l l  of the sttr-
faces with 0000 steel s'rxrl. Applv a urocler-
ate amount of pressttre. rtrbbing n' i th thc

2.  RUB OUT
FOR A FINAL POLISH
To achieve an even, low-luster sheen, the
tabletop's f inish must be f lattened with wet-
ordry paper, rubbed with steel wool, and
then pol ished with paste wax.

Stccf roof b tr,x'. Available in rolls and
pads. OOOO steel wool should be refolded to
form a loose pad sli$htly lar$er than your hancl.

Wax and buff the curtace. Apply a lood
paste wax to the surface. After the wax has
dried, buff the surface with a clean cloth,
leaving, lt sllky srnooth.

grain and going over the n-l.rtlle strrface of
the table. Remove the dust and fiagmellts
of steel wool, then apply a g<xrcl fttrnitttre
paste wax. This wil l  produce a senrigl<lss
finisl-r that is smooth and silky, that retains
the clarity of the v"ood, and that n'ill pr<>
tect it frclm the assaults to conle. n
Sean Clarke is a professionalfinisher in
Columbus,jhio.
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