In the mid 1990s I bought my first
lathe. It was a very cheap NuTool
with a set of dubious quality turning
tools. At the time, my full time career
was at sea on various types of vessels
and woodturning was to keep me
occupied on my leave time.

I had been around metal turning
lathes as my father was a keen maker
- from model steam engines to a power
hacksaw. I soon discovered that there
were only a few woodturning books

Also both of Tony Boase’s books, which
were a wonderful insight into other
distinguished woodturners workshops.
Bill Jones’ books were also a wonderful
view of turning from a bygone era.

These were invaluable reference books
and often came with me on my trips to
sea.

The first VHS videos 1 had were Ray
Key’s Box Making set, John Jordan’s
Hollow Forms and Bowl Turning and
Allan Batty’s Hand Thread Chasing all
were watched until almost worn out.

I should also say a couple of books made
reference to pricing turned work. One
was by Reg Sherwin and the other by
Ann and Bob Phillips. They provided a
very realistic insight into pricing which
has stuck with me over the years.

I then managed to obtain, the gold
standard of lathes at the time, a Union
Graduate Bowl Turner, bought from
The Exchange and Mart publication.

By this time I was becoming more
competent at bowl turning. I had done
some spindle work making a few stools
for family and friends, but even back
then it didn’t seem to be a route that
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available from the library and not much

was possible to make a living from,
online content to utilise.

therefore bowls became the order of
the day.
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I persevered though, and bought a

couple of better bowl gouges from
the old Craft Supplies at Millers Dale.
I upgraded the lathe to a Tyme Avon
and also found the pleasures of the
Axminster tools catalogue.

This kept me going for a few years.
I was reading books by Ray Key,
Mick O’Donnell, Reg Sherwin, Dave
Regester and of course Keith Rowley’s
Woodturning a foundation course.

Around 2000, I was lucky enough to
have one of the local jewellers (Sheila
Fleet) see my work and she purchased
some pieces from me to sell in her shop-
come gallery in Kirkwall. This gave me
a great boost and was very encouraging
to see that it was possible to sell my

work.


http://michael-sinclair-woodturner.co.uk

Starting Fulltime in Orkney

From 2008 to 2010, woodturning took a
bit of a back seat as we moved out to the
country and undertook a self-build on
an acre plot of ground.

We initially built quite a large shed on
site where we manufactured the kit
for the house. It was finally finished in
2010. At this time I was still working
at sea and was trying to resurrect the
lathes from storage and set up the
woodturning workshop. Things then
took a turn, seemingly for the worse
in 2013 when I failed my medical and
could no longer go to sea.

However, this turned out to be a
blessing in disguise and after much
discussion with Sara we both decided
that becoming a fulltime woodturner
would be worth a shot!

The workshop layout needed to be
finalised and I purchased a long bed
lathe to go along with the Graduate
and the VB36 that I had. We also
converted a small store shed/garage
into a gallery. In Sept 2015 I started
making stock and settled into turning
on a daily basis.

Once the gallery was stocked up, we
applied to join Creative Orkney which
would lead to us being on the Creative
Trail. We were vetted by a couple of
members to see if we fitted the criteria
and we were accepted in time to join
the summer season 2016.
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The Creative Trail publishes a booklet
each year which includes a page for
each member, a map and various other
highlights and acts as a guide book for
tourists visiting Orkney.

By the end of September, the season
is more or less over and at this time
of year Sara starts to put work on our
website shop. This is not a big part of
the business, but we do find that people
who have visited us and seen the pieces
first hand are then more willing to
purchase online at a later date.
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Now after 10 years, we do have a
number of returning customers. Some
are even collectors who purchase
online regularly.

Accepted Onto the Register
In 2016, we attended the Woodworking

Show in Harrogate. I had wondered
about applying for the RPT, but I lacked
confidence and thought my work
just wasn’t good enough and that our
location would be a hindrance.

However, Sara thought different and
went and had a chat with the guys on
the RPT stand at the show. They were
very encouraging and so an application
was sent away once we returned home.

Now, after the Covid years, part of the
process would seem quite normal. We
made a couple of videos and sent them
down along with photographs of various
completed pieces. The only uncertainty
was a site visit, but it turned out Mike
Wood would make the trip.

I also sent an essay along explaining
my thoughts and experience of hand
thread chasing. All was quiet for a few
months, but then, an early Christmas
present arrived in 2017. It was my
certificate, which is now framed and
proudly displayed on the gallery wall.

Current work

I have always been influenced by the
Archeological heritage of Orkney, such
as the Neolithic pottery. Also Iron age
finds such as the Cairns Cog. This is
something I have seen all my life being
an Orcadian. Right from the beginning I
was keen to incorporate metal, leather
and twine in my work.

A silversmith friend encouraged me
to register a makers mark with the
Edinburgh Assay office, which I did in
2000. This enabled me to make silver
staples of all sizes, which had my
makers mark and were also hallmarked
by the Assay office.

The Pyrography featured on my work
reflects the Neolithic symbols and
decoration found on stones and pottery
here in Orkney. The twine is also a nod
to the construction of the Orkney chair,
where it is used for stitching the straw

for the back.

I also use bog oak studs to highlight
repairs. Another popular item in the
gallery are my decorative wooden
spheres made from boxwood and
Lignum Vitae (up-cycled bowling balls).

These are inspired by the stone
‘Petrospheres’ found in Orkney and
Mainland Scotland which also date back
to the Neolithic. Over the last couple
of years I have been developing ideas
inspired by Samurai, Roman and Viking
armour, which is still ongoing, using
pyrography, metal pins and carving.




Thoughts on running a business

From the outset, we decided that I
should turn decorative, non- functional
pieces, which would be aimed at the
tourist market via the Creative Trail.

Being in Orkney, we had to be realistic
about our market as there was no
call for industrial/production type
turning, plus, with additional freight
costs it would have been difficult to be
competitive with pricing.

Sara has a background in retail and
keeps a detailed record of pieces I have
made, how quickly they sold and for
what price.

She also records details like, the number

of visitors we have, the weather and
any other event that could potentially
make a difference to sales.

Over time this data has built up and
proved to be a valuable reference for
the business. With both of us involved
and Sara looking after the non-
woodturning aspects it frees me up to
concentrate on the actual creative side
of things.

We don’t pursue any other retail
outlets other than our own. We found
many places would only do sale or
return which is not very conducive to
cashflow, plus they don’t necessarily
have a vested interest in the pieces.

Also, making one off pieces is not very
conducive to the wholesale markets as
buyers at trade fairs are usually looking
for multiples of items.

Neolithic inspired sycamore
pieces with hematite and twine

The Future

As far as the future goes, we will
continue in the same vein while also
trying to improve and develop new
ideas.

This year 1 have purchased a grit
blasting cabinet and also an airbrush
kit so hopefully I will be able to use
these to develop new pieces.

We have two young granddaughters
who will hopefully take an interest in
the craft and I will certainly do my best
to encourage them along the way.

However decisions will have to be made
as to how we work towards retirement,
which is 4 years away . . . that is if old
woodturners ever retire!
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