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~ 1 O THINGS 
YOU NEED TO 

-- KNOW ABOUT 
PLASTIC LUMBER 

Tips for building maintenance-
free outdoor projects 
with a material that works 
just like wood. 

CYPRESS 
CHEST 

Big enough for a set of 
chair cushions, beautiful 
enough to grace your 
deck or patio. 

DEPARTMENTS 
G QUESTION HC ANSWER 

13 ~/~/ORKSHOP TIPS 

MORTISING 
22 WELL-EQUIPPED SHOP 

ON THE 
3O MODERN CABINETMAKER: DRILL PRESS 

7 TRIM ROUTER TIPS 
__ Quickly convert your 

36 TOOL TALK: ~ ~' drill press into atop-notch 
PRECISION SQUARES ~ •• ~"~ . ::~sti . mortising machine. 

~ HH SMALL SHOP TIPS ~` ~ s  ~` . 

SUBSCRIPTIONS 
American Woodworker Subscriber Service Dept., 
P.O. Box 8148, Red Oak, IA 51591-1148, (800) 666-3111, 
e-mail AWWcustserv@cdsfulfillment.com 
Article Index 
A complete index is available online at 
www.americanwoodworkeccom 
Copies of Past Articles 
Photocopies are available for $3 each. Write or call: 
American Woodworker Reprint Center, P.O. Box 
83695, Stillwater, MN 55083-0695, (715) 246-4344, 

~ 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. CST, Mon. through Fri. Visa, 
~ MasterCard, Discover and American Express 
~ accepted. 

z O Backlssues 
~ Some are available for $6 each. Order from the 
~ Reprint Center at the address above. 
} m Comments & Suggestions 

Write to us at American Woodworker, 
~ 2915 Commers Dr., Suite 700, Eagan, MN 55121, 
~ (651 454-9200, fax~651)994-2250, 
~ e-mail aweditor@readersdigest.com 
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U 

1 

MOBILE 
OUTFEED 
TABLE 

It's the perfect 
small-shop companion 
to everybody's tablesaw. 

Tool Test 
Our regularly appearing 
feature will be back again 
next issue.The topic: 
random orbit sanders. 
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Gel the Power of a 5 Man Crew! 
Turn back-breaking outdoor clean-up into a "ride in the park" with the 

incredible Cyclone Rake. Powerful engine-driven vacuum mulcher works like 
a 5 man crew! You can easily pick-up and pulverize tons of leaves, mow acres 
of heavy grass, clear pine straw, sticks and lawn debris—as you drive. Hitches to 
almost any riding mower and gives you 10 times the lifting power and many 
times the capacity—lets you handle huge areas without stopping! And when 
you're done itfolds up filatfor compactstorage—no need fora barn orsparegarage. 

Woodland Power Products, Inc., Dept. AW405, 72 Acton St. West Haven, CT 06516 vwuw.CyeloneRake.eom 
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~~_~~ r Icy Brad Holden 
1~/~ v ms's- ' ` 
..y~j ~\-. ~. ~. 

C ~ ~ s ~ ~ '' 

~.,~. ~ owe haven't .~ ~`~ ~ t° ~ . ~' f~ .. ~'

changed our name ~. K- . 
1 

to American Plasticworker. ~~ 
love wood, with all its beautiful textures, 

figures and smells. But I also enjoy exper- tenance other than an occasional rinse with the gar-
imenting with different rTlaterialS. So I decid- den hose. I also like the idea that many brands are 
ed to try some of the plastic lumber available at my made from recycled materials that would otherwise 
local home center. It costs $3 to ~6 per bd. ft.—con- end up in a landfill. Some manufacturers sell only 
siderably more expensive than treated pine, which the plastic boards; others also sell plastic wood fur-
costs about $2 per bd. ft. at my lumberyard. Plastic niture and furniture kits (see Chart, page 59, and 
wood also holds little of the beauty and romance of Source, page 60). Of course, you can also design 
real wood, but its big advantages are durability and and build your own plastic lumber furniture, but 
the fact that it requires no finishing and little main- you need to consider several things when you do. 
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AIR ~~' 
BUBBLES 

ALL-PLASTIC 

re 

CHOOSE ~ ' 
FROM W000 

FIBER 
TWO TYPES 

Two primary types of plastic lumber are available. 
One is all plastic. The other is a composite made of 
plastic and wood fiber. Some of the plastic that goes 
into this lumber is new, but most comes from recy-
cled milk jugs, pop bottles, grocery bags and similar 
waste plastic. The manufacturers of the composite-
plastic lumber add ground-up waste wood. This 
makes the lumber stiffer than the a11-plastic type. 

You may find flecks of other colored plastic on the 
inside of some all-plastic boards. This is due to the 
recycled nature of the material. Also, when you cut 
the all-plastic material, you will notice air bubbles of 
varying sizes in the core of some boards. One board 
may have no bubbles, but another may have many. 

~ LOTS OF COLORS 
AND SIZES ARE AVAILABLE ~ ., 

Plastic lumber comes in a wide assortrnent of colors and 
size's. The selection varies among brands (see Chart, page 59). 

~ ~ ~ ~ Composite plastic lumber comes mainly in subdued earth 
~ ~ tones; the all-plastic products come in a range of 

bold colors. Both types offer sizes ~,~. 
e comparable to construction lum-

ber. You will find, for example, 
lx, 2x and 5/4 boards, ~ -
even ~4 and 6x6 posts. 
Most manufacturers offer 
lengths up to 16 ft. 
And 4 x 8-ft. 

', i sheet stock is 
also available 

a in 1/4in. or 
greater thick- ~' 
nesses. 

~~ 
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--- r ------ -------- ------ ------~ ------ ~~--a----
The wood fibers make the composite-plastic lumber 
stiffer, but not as stiff as the real stuff. Adequate sup-
port is important when you're building with all-plastic 
or composite lumber. Most manufacturers recommend 
16 in. as the m~imum span for 5/4thick material 
when you use it as decking material. Because of its flex-

ITS HEAVY 
At 4 to 5 lbs. per 

bd. ft., plastic wood 
is heavier than oak. 
Here are some num-
bers for comparison: 

Cedar 
1.5 Ibs./bd. ft. 

:~ ~;-~ -, 
2 Ibs.!bd. ft. 

Treated pine 
3 Ibs./bd. ft. 

Oak 
3.8 Ibs./bd. ft. 

All-plastic 
lumber 

4 Ibs./bd. ft. 

Composite-
plastic lumber 

5.3 Ibs./bd. ft. 

---- i~ r -----  -------- ------- ---~-- -- ---- --1 a StT'UC-
tural application, such as joists or a supporting wall. 
High summer temperatures can also cause sagging. 
When using plastic lumber to build outdoor furniture, 
you should plan to beef up your design to avoid flexing 
or sagging; you may have to experiment a bit. 

TEXTURE 
PROVIDES TRACTION 

The majority of plastic lumber I 
is manufactured with some kind 

of texture on at least one side. Some types 
have wood grain; others have a random pattern. 
These textures offer visual appeal and provide trac-
tion for decking use. A number of the manufac-
turers make a board that has a "flip side," with 
wood grain on one side and a smoother pattern 
on the other. These textures are only on the sur-
face, so if you don't like either face, you can 
plane them off. I find this a big plus when ,• 
building furniture. It gives you design 
options: textured, smooth or planed. 

1~1 Adirondack chair 
made from recycled 
plastic lumber keeps 
approximately 400 
milk jugs from going 
into a landfill. 

American ~\ 
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ITS FUN TO BEND ='~~, 
I had a lot of fun bending plastic lumber. "The 

all-plastic material in particular is unbelievably 
bendable when heated. Because of this, it works 
very well for decorative projects, such as a gar-

den trellis (see photo, below left). 
One really cool method is to use a heat gun on the all-

plastic stuff and bend or twist it as you would wrought 
iron. Using a form, you can create some pretty intricate 
shapes. Obviously, the smaller the stock, the sharper the 
bend you can make. You have to thoroughly heat the 
material until the surface starts to bubble slightly and 

look almost liquid i 
for it to become 
really pliable. Also, 
leave the bent 
piece in the form `~ 
until it has com-
pletely cooled or it 
will spring back. This 
heat gun technique 
doesn't work on the 
composite lumber, 
though, because the 

- wood fiber starts to burn 
before the part becomes 

~` bendable. 
To bend larger boards (photo at 

right), you can make an inexpensive 
BENDING JIG heating oven (see bottom photo). The plas- 

tic lumber needs to be heated to 125 degrees 
to its core, which can take an hour or two. 
You can then bend the board around a form 
until it's cool. Plastic lumber will spring back 

Bending thin strips of plastic lumber is when you take it off the form, so you should very easy. With a heat gun, a bending do some experimenting first and bend it to a jig and a little creativity, you can open 
up a world of possibilities. fighter radius than you want. The composite 

lumber is not as bendable as the all-plastic lum-
ber and will break like particleboard if you 

~ _ bend it too far. 

Make ~ `Z 
this simple 6- METAL 
ft.-long oven from RODS 
hardware-store materials 
to heat larger boards for bend-
ing. Note: I've cut an opening in the top 
only to show you what the inside looks like. 

ELECTRIC 
HEATER 

t ~; 

This bent 1x4 all-
plasticboard was 
heated in the 
oven, bent by 
hand around a 
form and then 
clamped in place 
to cool. It sprang 
back about 50 
percent when 
took it out of the 
form. 

58 American Woodworker MAY 2005 

RPI1017
Page 58



WHERE T~O i~UY i -f --"_ -= 
_- Board Colors Flip-side 

Brand sizes available texture 

American 
Foreverdec 
PlasticLum 

im 

Yes 

Composite lumber 
Evergrain tx, 2x 4 No No (8001405-0546, www.evergrain.com 
Timbertech 5/4, 2x 3 Yes No X800) 307-7780, www.timbertech.com 
Trex 1x to 4x6 5 Yes No (8001289-8739, www.trex.com 
Veranda 5/4x6, 2x2 3 Yes No (6081326-0900, www.verandadeck.com 
Weatherbest 5/4, 2x 3 Yes Yes (888) 820-0325, www.weatherbest.com 

WORK IT AS EASILY AS WOOD 
You can plane it, plastic shavings, which tend 

saw it you name it. to pick up a static charge and 
Plastic lumber can be stick to everything, including 

cut and shaped using ordi- clothes. To get all the shay 
nary woodworking tools. I ings off, I had to vacuum my 
tried some common hand clothes. 
tools—hand planes, chisels, Screwing and bolting are 
saws—and found little differ- the preferred fastening meth-
ence from using them on ods. Gluing is generally not 
wood. OK, hand-planing a recommended, because no 
piece of plastic does seem available glues stick very well 
inherently weird, but it works to this type of plastic. I had 
quite well and there's no some success with epoxy, but 
grain direction to worry the test joints I tried still 
about. Using hand tools on broke more easily than a sim-
the composite lumber was filar wood joint. Epo~cy might 
slightly more difficult than be useful in some situations, 
using them on all-plastic but you should still secure the 
pieces. joint with screws or bolts if it 

Plastic lumber machines will be exposed to any stress. 
great with power tools. It's Screws can be driven without 
just as easy as wood! Power predrilling, but the material 
tools zip right through it. tends to pucker around the 
When routing, you will get head and may crack when 
clean, crisp edges and no screwed near the edge. 
splintering. It's comparable Predrilling and countersink-
to working with pine or ing remove the risk of crack 
poplar. It is more abrasive ing and will produce a clean-
than wood, though, so use er look around the head. 
carbide tools. I found dust Stainless steel or coated deck 
collection to be very ixnpor- screws are the best choices 
tant. It's needed not only to for outdoor use. 
collect the dust but also the 
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ITS GREAT FOR THE PATIO l
r 

This bench may not end up in an 
art museum, but it'll be great on 
the patio by the barbecue. All the 
parts are composite-plastic lum-
ber. Ibeefed up the design by 

using a115/4 materials and adding the cen-
ter leg for extra suppo~ t. 

I avoided visible fasteners on the top 
and apron by pocket-screwing from 
underneath. ~1A1 

Source , 
Taylor's Recycled Plastic Products Inc. 
(877) 939-6072 
www.taylorsplasticlu mber.com 
White Adironack chair (shown on page 551, $185. 
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