PRODUCT REVIEW

sh on and wipe off

Most oil finishes are simply
brushed on and wiped off just
before the mixture starts to
go sticky. One or more coats
may be required depending
on the product and the finish
desired. These are applied
either immediately or up to a
day later. Generally speaking
the more coats you apply
the better the protection you
obtain but the further you
move away from a natural
oiled look.

What’s in the tin?

I had always thought an oil mix product, especially Danish
oil, was a combination of tung and/or linseed oil with some
kind of polyurethane. Unless you make your own (which some
people do) this is no longer the case, if it ever was. Danish
oils now range from almost entirely synthetic mixes contain-
ing very small amounts of natural oils (i.e. Cabot’s Danish
oil), to 100% natural oils with no synthetics, polyurethane
or otherwise (i.e. Organoil Danish oil). These widely varying
products all tend to be marketed as ‘traditional’ oil mixes.
The best policy is probably to find one that suits you, learn

how to use it well, and stick to it.

The oil mixes that do have polyurethane in them have lim-
ited shelf lives, in some cases lasting just a few months be-
fore hardening or gelling in the can. Pure tung oil also goes
off quite quickly. Buying only as much as you need for the
job on hand, or decanting into smaller containers to extend

shelf life, will minimise wastage.

Finishing Tips

1. Prepare the timber well, fine sanding to at least 240 grit
and preferably 320 grit.

2. Apply the mixture when your workshop temperature is
between about 12°C and 25°C, if possible. Too cold and the
mixture may not go off, too hot and it goes off too quickly.
‘Going off' means starting to go sticky, which is the time to
wipe off most oil mixes.

3. Work the mixture well into the wood and remove all excess
oil, wiping along the grain. Use lint free rags (white cotton
from rags suppliers is ideal).

4. Allow sufficient times between coats (refer to
manufacturer's instructions).

5. Allow for a lengthy drying time. The longer the finished
item dries before being used, the better. A few days should
be the minimum; a week or more is better.

Testing time

To compare ease of application, resistance to moisture and
staining, and repairability of the finishes, I conducted some
basic tests on small timber panels and turnings. Although
some allowance was made for the instructions given for each
product, I wanted to compare how 10 different oil mixtures
performed when used in a similar way, as a brush-on and
wipe-off finish. This is how a hardwearing hand-rubbed
finish with oiled appearance is achieved by many wood-
workers. However, better durability and moisture/staining
resistance may well be obtained if manufacturer’s instruc-

tions are closely followed for each product.

Conclusions

The surprising result from testing these widely varying prod-
ucts was the similar qualities of the finish. When worked
into the timber, oil-synthetic mixtures and even pure oils
give excellent moisture and stain resistance. So long as you
are using a product of at least reasonable quality, the ap-
pearance and durability of the finish will depend less on
the product than on how well it is used. A successful finish
depends on several factors (see Finishing Tips).

With all the products I tested giving similar and satisfactory
results, choosing which to use would be decided by factors
such as cost, availability, personal preference for natural
or synthetic ingredients, odour and shelf life. None of the
products meets all these criteria, so you will need to decide
which are important to you. If you are making furniture to
order your customer’s wants might also need to be consid-
ered; they may prefer an Australian made or an all-natural
product to be used.

The low price and ease-of-use of Intergrain Tung Oil Finish
makes this mostly synthetic product well suited to finishing
a large furniture piece. For smaller or special items I would
use one of the mixes with a higher tung oil content simply

out of a preference for natural materials.
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Work it in

Using 000 steel wool or 400 grit sandpaper

to work the oil into the wood creates a kind of
slurry and also generates heat which improves
the performance of some oil finishes. This
method is perhaps best suited to lathe turned
items where the turning wood does most of
the work; my experience using it on furniture is
that it is difficult to get an even finish over the
entire piece.
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Dunk te

Drops of water on the flat timber samples
left no marks so a more rigorous test

was devised: the turned Qld maple knobs
were half submerged in a dish of water
overnight. The water had no effect and left
no marks on any of the knobs.

The oiled timber samples received the heat test they would most likely
encounter in normal use—a hot drink left on their surface for about one
minute. The test left a faint white ring on most of the samples, visible only
on the dark red ironbark and not on the QId maple. This mark was difficult
and in some case impossible to remove with a reapplication of oil. However,
the test was done just a couple of days after the timber samples had been
re-oiled following the scratch test, so they were not completely dry and may
have shown no marks if they were. In any case, as a precaution a coaster
should be used under hot drinks on oiled surfaces as on any finished
surface.
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