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Living the island dream
We discuss turning with Orkney-born Michael Sinclair, RPT

Hello Michael, tell us about 
your background and training
I am a native Orcadian. On leaving 
school I went to sea on one of the local 
ferries. From there I spent 10 years in 
the fishing industry, from trawlers to 
small shellfish boats. I then moved 
on to the tugs in Scapa Flow, dealing 
with the oil tankers loading at the 
Flotta oil terminal.

I am completely self-taught, but always 
remember my father having a metal 
turning lathe, which he used to help 
scratch build model steam engines. 
So therefore, as a youngster I did 
have some insight into the workings 
of a lathe, albeit in metal turning.

I bought my first woodturning lathe in 
the early nineties. I mainly learnt from 
books and videos as the internet was 
not much of a resource at the time. I read 
books and watched videos by Ray Key, 
Mick O’Donnell, also John Jordan and 
Allan Batty (especially for the thread 
chasing). Also, Bill Jones books have 
been a great inspiration and resource.

What led you to make a 
business out of woodturning?
My leave pattern from work gave me the 
time to have longer spells in the workshop 
and work on my hobby.

After a time, a local jewellery designer 
took my pieces to sell in her small gallery. 
I also sold a few pieces from the workshop 
at home.

After a hiatus to build our house, new 
workshop and gallery it became a lifestyle 
choice to stay ashore and try to make a 
full-time living from the woodturning. I 
had most of the equipment already and 
basically just had to upgrade to a larger 
dust extraction system. 

Orkney has quite a tradition of small 
craft businesses, including jewellers, 
artists, potters and Orkney chair makers. 
There is a local Creative Trail, which has a 
guidebook and encourages tourists to visit 
producers at their own gallery/workshop 
and meet the makers in person. We 
successfully joined this local group, 
and it has helped our sales considerably.

After two years of full-time turning, I was 
accepted on to the Register of Professional 
Turners, which was something I had always 
wanted to achieve.

How do you like to work and 
what inspires your designs?
We buy whole logs from mainland Scotland 
and cut them up with our own sawmill, 
which was purchased with the proceeds of 
selling my Triumph motorbike. The logs are 
usually cut into 4in or 6in slabs and then 
further processed into suitable diameter 

blanks on the bandsaw. I prefer turning 
unseasoned wood, but some of the blanks 
will have air dried to an extent over the 
time they have been cut. As I mostly turn 
ornamental and non-functional pieces, 
I tend to turn from start to finish in one 
session. It is then left to dry and distort 
from between a few days to a few months 
depending on the size. Once totally dry 
and after a final sanding the chucking 
point is removed and the base trued up. 
At this point it is ready to be decorated 
and embellished. This may be pyrography, 
colouring or hand and power carving. Or 
may even be a combination of them all.

I don’t really have a sketch book for 
designs, but I do like to look at pottery and 
woodturning online, which can be very 
inspirational. I do have a photographic 
record of all the pieces I have made over 
the years, which is useful to look back 
over. I am heavily influenced by the 
Neolithic pottery found in Orkney. I have 
been lucky enough to see close at hand 
Neolithic discoveries from the Ness of 
Brodgar dig, which is just a few miles 
across the loch from where we live. These 
include decorated stones and pottery 
shards, some even with imprints of cloth. 
Many of my pieces reflect this in their 
decoration and shape. I think this will 
continue to be an inspiration to me for 
some time to come.

Neolithic sites are prevalent in Orkney 
and I remember seeing pottery finds and 
replicas in the local museum when I was 
a boy. This seems to have stuck with me 
over the years and the influence can now 
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‘I don’t really have a sketch book for designs, but I do like to look at pottery 
and woodturning online, which can be very inspirational’

be seen in a lot of my work. Unstan ware 
and Grooved ware pottery bowls are also 
a great inspiration. I find the Neolithic 
Petrospheres (decorated stone balls) 
fascinating. These have been found 
around Orkney, mainland Scotland and 
also at the well-known Neolithic site of 
Skara Brae. I make the wooden version 
of these from English boxwood and 
lignum vitae, which is sourced from old 
bowling balls. They have the right weight 
to them and also can take fine detail. 

I wouldn’t say I have a favourite tool, 
but I wouldn’t like to be without my 
chucks. I have quite a number now, most 
of which I have bought second hand.

Describe your workshop 
and its set-up
Twelve years ago we built a 10 x 6m shed 
on site to build the kit of the house in. 
Two years later, when the house was 
finished, I set up the turning equipment 
in it. Unfortunately, I shared it with too 
many other ‘necessary’ household pieces 
of equipment – lawn mowers, bicycles, 
cement mixer and the like. So I decided 
to add on a smaller 7 x 4m dedicated 
workshop which I put my three lathes in 
– a short-bed Union Graduate, which was 
bought second hand from the Exchange 
& Mart in the mid ’90s, a short-bed VB36 
bought new in 2000, and the most recent 
one, a Stratus XL which I bought new four 
years ago. There is also a 12in bandsaw, 
two slow-speed grinders with 8in CBN 
wheels and a ceiling-mounted air filter. 
There is a 3hp chip and dust extractor 
housed in the large shed next door, which 
helps to reduce the noise, and ducted 
through to the lathes. I also have a large 
variety of hand tools. As part of my PPE I 
use a 3M Versaflo respirator.

Which woods do you most like 
working with and why?
I enjoy working with sycamore as it lends 
itself to colouring and pyrography. 

Although trees are scarce in Orkney, 
sycamore does grow to a reasonable size 
and it is nice to use local-grown timber. 
Scottish elm also gives good results when 
it is distressed with a blowlamp – it can 
take on the look of leather, which I like. 
Boxwood is great for thread chasing and I 
have gathered a nice stock over the years.

Do you work with other 
materials as well and how 
do they compare?
I also use tagua nuts, which give a lovely 
contrast when used with darker woods 
and they hold a thread really well.

I embellish some of my pieces with 
bronze or silver staples and also use 
thin bronze sheet material to make 

patches. These are used like a repair over 
natural defects. 

For the silver I registered my maker’s 
mark in 2000 with the Assay office in 
Edinburgh. This means the silver has my 
mark and also the Edinburgh hallmark on 
it, which is a nice touch for the customers.

What sort of finishes do you 
prefer and why?
I use Danish oil on most of my pieces 
as it was a readily available finish up 
here on Orkney when I started turning. 
I find it very easy to use and it gives a 
durable finish. I usually use a three-wheel 

buffing system to give it a final sheen. 
On really dense woods I use cellulose 
sanding sealer and wax.

What is the favourite piece 
and what is your most 
challenging piece?
I made a sovereign box from Bill Jones’s 
instructions in his book. At the time I 
hadn’t seen one being made and it was 
quite a challenge to do it from his writing 
alone. I felt it gave me a connection to the 
bygone days of woodturning. Bill Jones’s 
methods also reminded me of the way my 
father worked in his shed.
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How has Covid-19 affected your work?
We went into lockdown in 2020, just before the start of the 
tourist season, and the physical sales from our gallery dropped 
to zero. During the height of lockdown, I took the opportunity 
to build a polytunnel and do some rearranging in the workshop 
along with quite a few other domestic jobs that needed sorting. 
We processed some logs on the sawmill, but my production of 
finished pieces was not very high. We then decided to promote 
our online sales as lockdown continued and Sara has continued 
to develop this. Compared to previous years, the run-up to 
Christmas 2020 saw an improvement of our online sales. 
Personally, we believe that internet sales will become a larger 

part of our business, which we don’t have a problem with.

What are your aspirations for the future?
We are quite excited to continue developing our online presence. 
I would like to think I can continue to make a living solely from 
woodturning and would hope that it will see me to retirement.

What do you do when you are not woodturning?
I enjoy all kinds of cooking, especially outdoors using various 
barbecues and smokers. I also try a little fly fishing for sea trout 
around the island. I enjoy spending time with our granddaughter, 
who is currently 18 months old.

www.michael-sinclair-woodturner.co.uk
www.instagram.com/orkwoodturner
twitter.com/orkwoodturner

www.pinterest.co.uk/saramichaelsinc
www.facebook.com/michael.sinclair.woodturner


