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I have become truly enamored by the vitality, complexity and the 
exotic nature of birch crotch figure. In my opinion it equals 

the formality of satinwood along with its delicacy and depth. It 
is truly our own native exotic. This wood was often used to great 
effect by our forbears of the 19th century in New England during 
the high point of the neoclassical period we call Federal.

When looking at this gorgeous wood, what do you see? Do 
you see wood grain, figure, color, porosity, etc.? Or do you see 
things like turbulence, clouds, ferns, water riffles, frost, feathers 
and other natural forms? I tend to see the latter.

Despite its outward appearance, nature is structured and 
mathematical. It repeats itself in different ways. What at first 
seems chaotic is really organized. Scientists and mathematicians 
have an explanation for this organization. They call it Fractal 
Geometry. They have developed calculations that describe this 
type of patterning that goes into the minute details of a leaf 
structure, a galaxy, and even river meandering tendencies. These 
things of nature are very complex, yet organized and repetitive.

It was through this realization and while working with one of 
my favorite woods, our native birch, that I began to see shared 
forms all around us.

What is observed in clouds and flowing water can be 
considered turbulence because of its constantly shifting nature 
and by being affected by many variables. In plants and ice crystals 
such as crotch wood and frost it becomes frozen, in a sense. It 

certainly grows, but once formed it retains its pattern as long as 
conditions allow.

While growing up in New Hampshire and experiencing the 
cold realities of winter in old houses, I quickly became fascinated 
by the developed frost patterns that formed overnight on our old 
windows. Some crystals grew easily to 8˝-10˝ long in a highly 
patterned, extremely delicate frond of ice, sending off curved 
branches that spread and divided like branches of a tree. This 
crystal was far from strict linear geometry. It had grace.

Several years ago I started connecting the dots. The realization of 
the similar patterns started to emerge and then the question became, 
Can I translate the idea of this beautiful frost by using crotch birch? 
The idea percolated and stewed for a few years, knowing that it 
was possible but not sure how to go about it.

During this time I was at the Mt. Washington Hotel 
participating in an “envisioning development” of the hotel and 
how it was to be branded. While there, at the base of our grand 
mountain and in the grandeur of the hotel’s lobby I had the 
inspiration for a piece that was quickly titled The White Mountain 
Breakfront. The concept took shape quickly and was designed to 
celebrate all that is great about New Hampshire. A highlight of 
the design was to emphasize the ruggedness of the mountains in 
their severity. The frost-birch idea will play a key role with this 
design. More on that later—the piece has been commissioned 
and is underway, stay tuned.

Seeing  
Beyond the Obvious

A discussion of the Wolcott demi-lune
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crotch birch, highly figured with good contrast against the mahogany background
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Familiar symmetry needed to be dismissed and a seemingly random patterning proved to comfortably represent the look.
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I needed to experiment. I approached a local couple about my 
frost ideas and they signed on as patrons for the demi-lune shown 
here. They believed in the vision and were willing to go beyond 
the expected and safe path to the adventurous. The overall design 
is based on my original 1997 table. This is the fourth variation 
and also borrows ideas from my other table designs sharing similar 
geometry, curved and laminated moldings and pass-through 
leg design. In addition to these features, the semi-elliptical top 
features the frost patterning as if it were a Palladian window with 
early morning sun passing through the crystal formations.

Now the challenge has begun. How to turn wood into frost. 
The layout of the top’s veneers was the primary task. How to get 
the idea across of a seemingly “random growth pattern” and still 
be a repeatable pattern process. The first attempts were various 
book-match techniques. This did not work. It had to look real 
and believable. Our 21st century European based way of thinking 
in symmetry was not the solution. A random approach was 
needed, but how? I tried offset patterns and these were closer. 
Through observation I saw how crystals grew out of other crystals. 
So, smaller patterns were interjected within the offset pattern, 
still in a repeatable way. By having different sizes, the patterns 
became obscure visually and the regularity of pattern became less 
obvious. It worked.

In addition, I observed that true frost reflected light in different 
ways, a positive-negative look called polarity. I took advantage of 
this observation by allowing variations in color of the veneer to 
create this polarity. 

Pre-bending the birch veneer prior to 
gluing to upper leg. 

Leg joinery and carved detail. 

Bracing parts prior to assembly. Braces have 
cross grained veneer over laminated stock. 

Laying out the top veneers. Pre-laminated molding mounted on shaper jig, hot off the shaper. 
Showing attachment with blocks and screws.

Clouds & window frost have similarities to crotch veneer. 


