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Evaluating Wood Furniture:
How to Get The Right Furniture For Your Home

Introduction
When it comes to buying furniture, there seems to be an overwhelming amount of choices. You can 
go to your local department store, your local furniture store, or shop online with any number of 
companies. With all these choices, though, it’s critical to have a thorough understanding of what 
you’re buying, lest you get duped into buying the wrong furniture for your home. 

In order to evaluate your purchase, you must 
understand the basics of woodworking, as well 
as the impact your purchase can have on the 
world.
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About the Author

Riley Farabaugh, now 20, 
has worked for Vermont 
Woods Studios on and 
off for more than 5 
years. He’s seen the 
company grow from 

Peggy selling Ken’s 
furniture out of a spare 

bedroom in their home to now 
representing the top woodworkers throughout 
the state of Vermont and leading the furniture 
industry towards a more sustainable future. 
Riley has spent a great deal of time learning the 
ins and outs of high quality furniture, and now 
he wants to share what he’s learned with anyone 
who might listen.

In this guide, we’re going to examine three 
categories that you’ll want to be informed about 
before buying wood furniture.

1. Type of Materials
2. Quality of the Craftsmanship
3. Quality of the Company

Uneducated buyers risk spending thousands of dollars on furniture only to find 
out months or years later that they chose the wrong pieces. And if you’re buying 

high quality wood furniture, those pieces will likely be in your home for the 
next 50+ years.
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1. Type of Materials:
If you’re in the market for wood furniture, the first decision you must 
make is what types of wood and finishes are right for your home. 
There are many options for wood, and four main options for finishes.

Species of Wood

There are several factors to consider when deciding what type of wood 
you’d like your furniture to be crafted from including color, grain 
patterns, place of origin, density, and strength. 

The most common woods used in the manufacturing of furniture in the 
USA are Cherry, Walnut, Maple, and Oak. Catalpa, Cedar, Pine, 
Hemlock, Chestnut, Magnolia, Ash, and Beech are less common, but 
present nonetheless.

If you’re looking into imported furniture, you may encounter more 
exotic woods such as Mahogany, Ebony, Rosewood, Purpleheart, or 
Teak. While these woods are beautiful and rich in color, keep in mind 
that they are often harvested illegally and are a major contribution to 
rainforest destruction.

Heartwood & Sapwood

When examining a piece of furniture, you may notice that although 
two planks of wood are identical species, and perhaps even from the 
same tree, they can vary greatly in color. This variation in color is a 
result of the tree having two distinct types of wood- sapwood and 
heartwood. 

Heartwood is darker than its sappy counterpart and originates from the 
center of the tree. Sapwood, on the other hand, is a lighter shade and 
comes from the outer portion of the tree. The proportion of sapwood to 
heartwood can vary greatly depending on the species of tree and 
growing conditions.
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Left	to	Right:	Ash,	Cherry,	Pine,	and	
Chestnut

Ash	(A)	has	very	little	heartwood,	
whereas	Catalpa	(B)	is	almost	entirely	
heartwood.	The	two	cracked	slabs	(C)	
show	the	variation	that	can	occur	

within	the	cedar	species	depending	on	
growing	conditions.
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Masking Wood Characteristics

In order to hide these discrepancies, imported woods are frequently 
bleached and then recolored through a chemical process to eliminate 
color variations. This expedites the manufacturing process because 
craftsman don’t have to go through a selection phase- choosing the 
right boards to go together and ensuring consistent color and grain 
throughout a piece of furniture.

Type of Finish

Once you’ve chosen a species of wood, you’ll want to explore the 
options for finishing your final piece. There are several types of wood 
finishes including oils, waxes, lacquers, and varnishes. 

Each type of finish comes with its’ own set of unique characteristics. 
Wax and oil finishes have to be applied in very thin coats and produce 
a natural, “close-to-the-wood” look. Film finishes like lacquer and 
varnish can be built up on the wood to produce a more protective layer.

Oil

Oil finishes have long been heralded as the purest form of finish, likely 
because they have been around the longest. Oil finish proponents say it 
offers superior durability because it saturates the wood to protect 
against scratches and humidity changes. Oil also adds richness to the 
color and grain of the wood. However, owners of oiled furniture will 
spend far more time caring for their piece, as it is common practice to 
add a thin layer of oil every few months.

Lacquer

Lacquer is the most widely used finish in today’s high-quality furniture 
industry. Many customers prefer lacquer finishes because they are 
generally low maintenance and offer a more durable finish than oil.  
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Oil	finishes	(above)	are	rubbed	on	
using	cloth.	Lacquer	finishes	
(below)	dry	too	quickly	to	be	

brushed	or	rubbed	on,	so	they	must	
be	sprayed	on.
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Varnish

Varnishes are another popular finish because they are the most 
protective and durable of all finishes, but they tend to yellow over 
time. For this reason, many varnish finishes have color added to them 
to counteract the yellowing that occurs during the aging process. These 
colored varnishes are called stains and come in many different colors 
and concentrations. Clear varnishes, such as polyurethane, are best 
when applied to darker woods like walnut and cherry, as the yellowing 
effect may be more pronounced on lighter woods like maple or ash.

Wax

Wax finishes are less common because they must be hand-rubbed and 
are the least protective of all finishes. They have largely been replaced 
in the finishing world by oils and varnishes, but waxes are often used 
as a polish over an existing finish. Using wax as a polish offers 
increased resistance to scratches and can be applied over finishes of 
any kind.

What is the Best Finish?

As Bob Flexner writes in his book, Understanding Wood Finishing,

Appearance, protection, durability, and safety should be among your 
top concerns when selecting a finish for your piece.

Mixing Finishes

What’s interesting about wood finishes is that they can often be mixed 
to give a piece of furniture the best qualities of each type. For 
example, one of the craftsmen that we work with at Vermont Woods 
Studios uses an oil finish, but mixes it with a poly-gel varnish on the 
top surface to offer resistance against water rings, which are common 
problems with oil finishes. Another uses a similar approach, mixing his 
oil finish with wax on the top surfaces to offer increased durability.
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Varnish	(above)	is	the	easiest	of	all	
finishes	to	brush	because	it	cures	so	
slowly,	but	slow	drying	makes	it	
difficult	to	avoid	dust	and	runs.	

Wax	finishes	(below)	are	rubbed	
onto	the	surface	with	a	cloth.

“There is no best finish. There are only more or less 
appropriate finishes for given situations, depending 

on the qualities you’re looking for.”
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2. Quality of the Craftsmanship:
Even more important than the quality of the wood your furniture is 
made of is the skillset and diligence of the craftsman. Woodworking 
really is an art, and if the craftsman isn’t dedicated to providing the 
highest quality piece that he can, it becomes readily obvious in his 
work.

There are several phases of crafting a piece of furniture. Wood 
selection, design, measurement, cutting, routing, joining, sanding, and 
finishing are all relevant processes to making sure you get the highest 
quality piece of furniture available.

Wood selection, joining, sanding, and finishing are the activities that 
tend to set high quality furniture apart from its’ competition.

Wood Selection

A good craftsman will examine each piece of lumber in his shop, take 
note of any abnormalities, and limit the use of heartwood and sapwood 
in combination. 

The exception to this rule lies in artisan furniture. There are many 
small workshops around Vermont and the country in which craftsman 
work to create truly unique, one-of-a-kind pieces of furniture. In these 
cases, craftsman may actually target abnormalities in the wood and 
feature them prominently in their furniture. Take Greg Goodman, a 
local woodworker who specializes in custom, artisan furniture.

You can see this style of craftsmanship mimicked in companies that 
intentionally distress their furniture to give the piece a distinguishing 
characteristic.

We prefer Greg’s approach.
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“Like people, its’ flaws are what make it interesting”

An	artisan	display	cabinet	cleverly	
crafted	by	Greg	Goodman	to	

accentuate	the	natural	grain	of	this	
apple	wood.

One	of	the	many	skilled	craftsman	
represented	by	VWS
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Joinery

Wood joinery is a complicated subject because there are many 
methodologies and mechanisms that can be applied.  The angle at 
which the joint converges and the angle of the offsetting forces play an 
important role in determining the right technique for any given 
circumstance. 

The most popular joint techniques among expert craftsmen are the 
mortise-and-tenon and the dovetail joints. In the case of most joinery 
techniques, wood glue is used to prevent the joint from separating.

Veneers

When exploring the options for furniture, one must also inquire about 
the use of veneers. A Veneer is a thin layer of wood, usually of high 
quality, which is applied over a foundation of lower quality or less 
appealing wood.

Veneers are used for several reasons and can vary significantly in 
quality. If the furniture you’re buying utilizes them, make sure you’re 
getting high quality veneers by asking what you can expect your 
furniture to look like in a decade from now- or two decades!

Sanding

When people feel a rough spot on their furniture, they often attribute it 
to a poor finishing job. In actuality, it is much more often a fault in the 
sanding process. Sanding is extremely important to getting that silky 
smooth feeling we all love from our furniture. An expert craftsman 
knows how important this step is in their process. Sanding helps to 
remove extra glue from the joints, accentuates the natural grain of the 
wood, and leaves the surface as smooth as Simon Pearce glassware.
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Some	of	the	most	popular	joining	
techniques:	the	dovetail	and	the	
mortise-and-tenon.	Both	methods	
have	several	different	adaptations.
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Finishing

Once the sanding has been completed to satisfaction, the craftsman 
must choose what type of finish they would like to apply.

Sanding and finishing “is half the work” of creating a quality piece of 
furniture, says Ken Farabaugh, co-owner and CFO of Vermont Woods 
Studios. Ken has been building furniture for over 40 years.

3. Quality of the Company:
Now more than ever, consumers must be aware of the purchasing power that they have and use it to 
support companies who represent their values.

Knowing what it takes to manufacture a quality piece of furniture will hopefully help you to avoid the 
mistake of buying from the wrong company.

Here are some questions to consider when evaluating a furniture company:

• Is their furniture made in America? Is it REALLY?
• Are the employees, from the craftsmen to the salesmen to the marketers, paid a livable wage?
• Is their wood harvested illegally from tropical rainforests?
• Does the sales staff seem knowledgeable about the furniture manufacturing process?
• Do they offer a lifetime guarantee?
• Do they have good testimonials from previous customers?
• If buying online, how do they ship the furniture? What happens if it gets damaged?
• Will they customize a piece of furniture to make sure it fits perfectly in your home?
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A	Vermont-based	craftsman	
finishes	up	the	sanding	process	in	
preparation	for	applying	a	finish.

http://vermontwoodsstudios.com/content/american-made-furniture-usa
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American Made?

Knowing whether or not a company is credible can sometimes be tough. Companies that say their 
furniture is “made in the USA” may not be representing themselves accurately. If buying American 
made is something you’re passionate about, make sure the wood is harvested in America, and the 
furniture is crafted and assembled in America as well. Some companies will import ready-to-be-
assembled furniture from cheap factories in Asia and assemble it in the US. Believe it or not, under these 
circumstances, that same company can legally stamp a “Made in America” on their furniture and sell it 
to uninformed buyers. Don’t fall for that trap!

Giving Back

We think that all companies have a responsibility to not only deal 
honestly, but also to give back to the communities and resources that 
support them. Ask a salesperson what their company is doing to 
counteract the effects that deforestation has on the planet. What are 
they doing within their community to improve the lives of those 
around them?

Chances are that if the company isn’t actively helping the cause, 
they’re hurting it, so be smart about where you buy and try to support 
the causes you feel strongly about.

Author L.N. Smith expresses this concept wonderfully in her book, 
Sunrise Over Disney. She writes:
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VWS’s	“green	team”	spends	the	
afternoon	cleaning	up	a	local	

riverbank.

“Every dollar you spend… or don’t spend… is a vote you cast for the world you want.”
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Conclusion
Now you know what goes into building a high quality piece of furniture. Let me leave you with four 
pieces of parting advice on what I think are the most important concepts to follow when buying wood 
furniture.

1. Buy American-Made: The impact of buying american made products has been well documented by 
media companies like ABC News, The Huffington Post, The New York Times, and more. According 
to the US Bureau of Economic Analysis, every $1 spent on American manufacturing adds $1.35 to 
the US Economy, helping to create and maintain a healthy job market for American workers. In fact, 
if we spent 5% more on American made products, we could create 1 million jobs! But don’t just do 
it for the greater good, do it because buying American made furniture means long-lasting quality. 
Nothing screams “Quality!” like a lifetime guarantee, and if a company seriously believes in the 
furniture that they’re selling, they’ll likely be offering you one.

2. Source Your Wood From the U.S.: Imported wood is often harvested illegally, and the impact this 
has on the world is tremendous. Tropical rainforests, the most biodiverse areas on the planet, are 
being destroyed at an unprecedented rate, in large part to accommodate the international furniture 
and flooring markets. In the last 40 years, we’ve destroyed 20% of the Amazon Rainforest, and 
another 20% will be gone within the next two decades. This is a forest that has existed for over 50 
million years and produces 20% of the earth’s oxygen! In contrast, the Appalachian forests of the 
American Northeast are growing in both density and area. Don’t be a part of the problem. Be a part 
of the solution.

3. Get the Right Finish: There are so many options for buying furniture that you owe it to yourself to 
get exactly what you want. Traditional woodworkers may demand an oil finish for the enhanced 
luster of the wood, if not for the enjoyment of oiling their piece every so often and admiring the 
craftsmanship. However, the average consumer may not want to deal with the reapplication process, 
so they may choose a varnish instead. People with children often prefer lacquer finishes because 
they’re so durable. Talk to a salesperson about what finish is best for you.

4. Ask for Samples: Most furniture retailers have samples of wood stockpiled to help you make the 
right decision. Ask for several different kinds of wood, and make sure the samples are finished with 
whatever you think is the best finish for you. If you’re interested in a stain, ask to see all the stains, 
including a clear coat, just to compare.
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http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/business/2011/12/made-in-america-christmas-goes-to-school/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/pat-lamarche/save-the-economy-bring-manufacturing_b_5119508.html
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2011/08/04/can-manufacturing-fuel-a-us-recovery/why-buying-american-can-save-the-us-economy
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About VWS:
Vermont Woods Studios got its start in 2005 
because we wanted to help save the rainforest 
right from where we live in Vermont. We 
knew that rainforest land is often clear cut for 
timber that’s used to make furniture, 
destroying precious animal habitats across the 
globe - and we knew we had to do something 
about it.

So we created a new kind of furniture 
company--one that sells quality wood 
furniture made exclusively from sustainably 
sourced, natural hardwoods. And for every 
order, we plant a tree, reducing the impact our furniture making has on the environment. 

All our wood furniture is handmade in Vermont by expert craftsmen, and the wood is sourced from well-
managed northeastern forests. Each piece is made to order, so you get exactly what you want, and we 
top it off with a lifetime guarantee.

See our website, www.vermontwoodsstudios.com, for more information.
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Modern	Woodworking	by	Willis	H.	Wagner	and	Clois	E.	Kicklighter	
The	Complete	Book	of	Woodworking	by	Tom	Carpenter	and	company
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We’re proud that our products look beautiful, last a lifetime, and help our customers feel 
good about their home.

http://www.vermontwoodsstudios.com

