SANDING AND POLISHING HARDWOODSPRIVATE 

One of the main properties of African Blackwood is it's ability to produce a very high lustre without any need for grain filling etc that most other so called hardwoods require. Today most commercially produced instruments are stained to give an even dense black colour using spirit stains.

Originally the turned bodies were not stained, the separate parts were selected from a batch of turned parts to give the best colour match. Several makers fitted distinctly different coloured bells just for contrast. This colour matching is possible providing a large enough number of parts is available to choose from, but it is time consuming and expensive.

Due to density of Blackwood (1.2-1.3 SG) and its high resin content both water and spirit stains do not penetrate to any great depth, they only cover the surface of the wood similar to paint. All surface preparation must be carried out before staining to avoid removing the stain during final sanding. When crack pinning etc during repairing it is fairly common to go through the stain while cleaning down the filled holes. For small areas such as this, Waterproof black ink can be used to stain the wood. This will leave a matt finish which should then be polished with a hard wax to give a shine. For larger areas use a spirit stain such as Rustin's Matt Ebony Wood Stain.

The general rule when trying to produce a good surface is never go to a finer grade of abrasive paper until all the marks are made by the paper you are using. When sanding a rotating item the marks will all tend to be circular and deep marks are often be hidden by shallower marks. Where the surface shape allows the best way is to sand diagonally, alternately from the left and right. Sanding in this way, deep marks will be visible because they don't change over and stand out. 

The correct grade of abrasive paper to start sanding with really depends on the finish left by the turning tool, but should not leave marks deeper than those being removed. Work through the grades of paper, making sure all marks are removed at each stage.  A final rub with "0000" steel wool used along the grain while the work is stationary will break up the circular marks left by the final sanding.

Several different types of abrasives are now available specially  for polishing. They have a special coating designed to stop the material being sanded clogging the abrasive and spoiling the finish. Open weave mesh paper is also available which allows the dust to escape through the holes, this type of paper is double sided . For final finishing sanding pads are available consisting of a thin layer of sponge rubber coated with a fine abrasive.  These are washable and can be reused several times.

The last stage is to polish the work while it is rotating using a polishing compound on a cotton cloth. Various compounds can be used providing they are fine enough and not highly coloured. On an open or course grain piece of wood the colour  is retained in the grain spoiling the finish.

Tripoli, Hyfin, and Vonax all work well and will produce a deep lustre, they vary slightly from different manufacturers but Tripoli is usually the coarsest and Vonax is the finest. After polishing with compound, polish with a clean cloth to remove any remaining compound from the surface.  

The surface can be buffed using a buffing machine and polishing compound on a mop. Take great care near tone holes to avoid rounding edges off and always use a mop specially reserved for wood, otherwise the surface can be contaminated with metal from the mop. 

