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INTRODUCTION
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Part of the charm of working with pallets is that they are imperfect. After being used and reused, all boards are not necessarily created equal, thereby giving you, the designer, freedom to create outside the bounds of perfection. Pallet projects usually have a personalized, non-conforming look to them, in a word: unique. Wood pallets give people of any skill level the opportunity to transform unused and unwanted materials into something of value, artistic or practical. Reinventing an old pallet is a great way to recycle unwanted material that would otherwise be thrown away, so you’re helping the environment while also being savvy by not spending too much (or any) money.


Before you get started, there are a couple of things you should know that will make your life easier. In this book, you will learn simple ways to use pallets to create a variety of items, from basic shelves and serving trays to larger furniture, such as an industrial-style coffee table and a rustic headboard. With upcycling old furniture, one would usually have to scavenge weekly garbage routes hoping to find the right item or pay for it at a yard sale or online, but pallets are free, consistently available, and come in different shapes and sizes, allowing anyone to pick one out and imagine it as something else, regardless of skill level. Try to create in the simplest, least expensive way possible while still making quality pieces that will last. All of the projects shown can be made with common tools that you likely have or can easily access.
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CHAPTER ONE




GETTING STARTED WITH WOOD PALLETS
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Variations of Pallets


Pallets come in a variety of forms. The first thing to look for in a pallet is whether it has lots of deck boards or slats and to make sure they are not warped. The more boards that match from a single pallet, the better they are for making furniture. The two most common types you will likely come across are stringer and block pallets. Other pallets that make appearances are wing pallets, boarded pallets, plywood pallets, skids, and hybrids.


Stringer Pallets


A stringer design is a pallet that has “stringers,” or long pieces of wood, that run the length of the pallet and sit in between the top deck boards and the bottom deck boards. Stringers are often preferable over block pallets because they are lighter and easier to dismantle. Cutting a deck board off a block is not fun. That being said, they definitely have their place: block pallets are generally stronger and the boards are less likely to be damaged.


Block Pallets


A block design is a pallet that has a thick rectangular or square “block” that creates space between the top and bottom deck boards. There are usually four blocks—one in each corner, as well as one spaced between each corner, for a total of eight. However, they are all kinds of shapes and sizes. This is because there are also recycled pallets that have been either repaired for further use or manufactured out of recycled materials, so you never know what kind of monstrosities you could find with one of those.


Wing Pallets


Another type of pallet you may come across fairly often is a wing pallet. They are similar to a stringer with the most noticeable difference being that the deck boards extend longer past the stringer board giving it a “winged” look.


Boarded Pallets


The close-boarded pallet can have stringer boards or blocks between deck boards. They can be extremely heavy but make the best coffee tables, benches, and desks because they are smooth, sturdy, and usually even, giving you a leg up when building a piece of furniture that you need to be flush. Boarded pallets have boards placed right next to each other with no space between.


Plywood Pallets and Skids


Plywood pallets have—you guessed it—a piece of plywood in place of deck boards either on one or both sides. These pallets tend to be weird, and they are usually terribly warped or moldy, so they are generally not recommended. A skid is a mix between a close-boarded pallet and a wing pallet but with no bottom deck boards.


Hybrids


The term “hybrid” is used in a range of ways in connection to pallets, but it is used here to describe a pallet that does not easily fit into previously mentioned categories. Hybrids are pallets that subscribe to no particular form or shape and are created out of necessity, possibly missing pieces, and appearing in odd shapes or wood combinations. These pallets are extremely useful although unreliable to find as you never know what to expect.


Designing a project around a hybrid pallet can inspire you to think in a new direction. As an example, the pallet for the Coffee Table in this book is similar to a block or close-boarded pallet, but it only has four blocks and no bottom deck boards, so we can technically call it a hybrid. Another gem was the top of the Bar included in this book. It could have looked much different, but as it was found, it was perfect for the project. It may be a good idea to look for pallets from time to time before settling on a design because you never know what you might find.


Hopefully this information will help steer you in the right direction when picking which pallets to take home. On a bad day, you might end up dismantling four different pallets just to get enough good pieces to build one shelf. It is so much easier to pick the right pallets to begin with!


Treated Pallets vs. Untreated Pallets


Realistically, there is no sure way to be certain that the pallet you are working with is “safe” outside of going directly to the manufacturer and getting one fresh out of the oven. Any one who is picking up used pallets will not know exactly where and what such a pallet has been exposed to. Even if the person who provides you their leftover materials tells you where they come from and what they are used for—you are still just taking their word for it. However, do not let this news discourage you. You are not leading a dangerous life now because you have decided to craft with recycled materials. As with most things in life, a little common sense can guide you to safely selecting pallets.


Treated Pallets


Pallets that are marked or stamped with information tell you that it is used for export and has been treated according to the standards required by the country it was being shipped to. There are basically three different abbreviations you may come across on these stamps that will give you an indication of how a pallet—at some point in its past—was treated.


HT = Heat Treated


KD = Kiln Dried


MB = Methyl Bromide


(A fourth abbreviation people ask about is DB which stands for “debarked,” but this one has nothing to do with the way it is treated in connection to your health.)


A quick glance at the above treatments without any further explanation is probably enough for it to become obvious which one you should pass on. Methyl-bromide treated pallets are not commonly found anymore but may show up in older stacks of wood. To give you perspective, this pesticide is also largely used as a soil fumigant in tomato, strawberry, grape, pepper, and other popular crops. You are possibly getting some methyl-bromide whether you choose to or not, so why not avoid adding more to your daily dose by passing on using MB-stamped pallets.


Untreated Pallets


An unmarked pallet may indicate that it was not treated because it is meant for domestic use and therefore never had to meet the standards of any other countries. Although these could be considered a safer bet, you still do not know which hazardous items they may have been used to transport.


The bottom line is as long as you try to select pallets that do not have dark, greasy spills of an unknown substance on them, do not smell strongly of chemicals, are not covered in mold or marked MB—you should be on the safe side. You will not be burning these pallets, releasing their chemicals into the air to inhale, and if you’re like me, you are going to slather them in polyurethane anyway, thereby trapping any hidden toxins within.


Where to Find Pallets


Wood pallets are easily accessible items that can be found almost anywhere. Businesses such as grocery stores, hardware stores, and lumberyards often have them lying around and are happy to give them away for free. Construction companies and businesses often have items shipped in crates. Make sure you ask first just to be sure; sometimes pallets are sent back to the companies they came from.


It really is true that one man’s trash is another man’s treasure. You can check the local classified ads and Craigslist or ask friends and family. Use your imagination! It doesn’t hurt to ask around, because you never know where you’ll find them.


Pallet Safety


If you are working out of your home or garage, you will have to improvise as your space likely does not meet O.S.H.A. safety standards. Here are some tips to consider:




• Wear safety glasses when sanding or making cuts.


• Heavy work gloves are also a good item to keep around. When you’re collecting pallets, gloves will protect your hands from splinters, nails, and any sharp edges where boards are cracked or rough.


• When using power tools, remember to always keep your fingers clear of the blade and use a push stick on the table saw for narrow boards.


• Be careful when lifting pallets by yourself and try not to lift them higher than chest level, for instance, when you are loading or unloading pallets from your car or truck.


• Be conscious of where all power tool cords are so as not to trip over them or have a cord get caught up short, causing your reciprocating saw to go flying out of your hands.


• Work in an area that has good ventilation.


• Pick up after yourself! You may forget about that rusty nail you removed that is now in your foot.


• If you are using a corded drill, be mindful of how powerful they are, as well as how scorching hot the screws can become when removing them with your drill.


• Do not work in bare feet or flip-flops; wear real shoes.


• If you are trying to screw into a board and the screw is making no progress, take the time to stop and drill a hole first instead of pushing as hard as you can.


• The closest calls will probably be when disassembling pallets with your reciprocating saw. Just make sure the wood you are cutting into is secured. If the entire pallet is shaking and vibrating loudly and you are having a hard time holding onto your saw, this is not a good sign, and something bad is about to happen.


• Do not stick your saw somewhere low on the pallet and start cutting up towards your face, and the same goes for cutting down towards your feet. Get your body out of the direction where the blade is headed when you are applying pressure to move the saw through the wood; once free, it might pop out and get you.


• If some of the tools in this book are new, be sure to practice with them until they feel comfortable. Don’t be afraid to ask someone for a demonstration, whether it be a family member, a friend, or the person working at the tool-rental area of a hardware store.





By keeping these suggestions in mind and making sure you are familiar with all of your tools before using them, you will probably be all right!


Pallet Basics


Working with pallets is fairly straightforward, but there are a few things that are good to know to save yourself time.


Disassembling wood pallets is fastest, cleanest, and easiest on your body when tackled using a reciprocating saw. Be sure to fit it with a bi-metal blade that will work for metal and wood. The saw will cut right through your nail-embedded pallets. The downside to sawing off nails is that it will leave a small amount of the nail remaining in the board with a sharp edge that will need to be hammered down before sanding, or it will tear your sandpaper to shreds. If you decide to disassemble with a hammer and crow bar, get ready to sweat and be careful not to force the board off before you have loosened it enough to remove with ease. This can cause your board to break, rendering it useless and putting you back at square one. Heat-treated (HT) pallets split more easily, so be especially careful if you are using a crowbar on those.
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