Painted Custom Fireplace M antel

10/27/04 A couple weeks ago, afriend of ours watched our kids while we went to afull
day wedding so in appreciation | offered to build their family afireplace mantel. Ok, so |
was alittle too generous, but | have never designed or built one and | wanted to get some
experience. They agreed to pay for materials and | offered my labor-done deal. The
fireplace they have now has no mantel and is plain.

Today | got started and the thing that | figured had to be doneisto get my “customer” to
narrow in on some styles. When | was at Home Depot recently, | picked up a couple
brochures with mantel styles at the millworks desk and had our friend pick out the look
they were after. Turns out, it wasn't as easy as they thought. At first, they were drawn to
all the hardwood styles with elegant carvings and European styling. My experience
wasn’t up to producing or designing something like that, so after looking through
magazines they eventually came back to me with some pictures of mantels they saw that
they liked. | narrowed them down to one specific full mantel and since the one they
wanted featured a prominent crown moulding underneath the mantel shelf top, | knew
that we had to design and build the mantel to accommodate the size of the crown
moulding we were going to use. Here's a picture of a mantel she liked:



The mantel in thispictureisafull mantel and | had some questions in my mind whether
she would have the room for the mantel “legs’ because of the way the fireplace wall is
positioned in the corner, so | convinced my “customer’ to let me build the main section of
the mantel and leave the “legs’ up in the air to decide what we'd do later. | kind of
wanted to do the legs because it would give me a chance to use my bandsaw to make the
upper sections like the ones in the picture in the magazine. Also, our friend asked meto
make the mantel top afull 12" wide which is alarge mantel top.

Since the mantel will be painted, we chose an mdf crown moulding. Mdf is a man-made
materia that is essentially paper and glue. It cuts like wood, but thereis no grain to it.
The advantage to mdf is that it comes already primed so its ready to be painted. The
disadvantage to mdf is that it chips easily and many of the usual toolslike files that a
finish carpenter would rely on to install hardwood crown moulding can easily damage
madf moulding.

The other key feature of the design chosen is a piece of trim moulding that wraps around
the edge of the mantel top. This type of moulding is usualy referred to as panel mould
and inour caseis 1% high. Choosing that piece of moulding before building the mantel
was important because it now defines the thickness of the mantel top that | will be
designing and building. We chose both mouldings and bought 8 ft of each before starting
to build anything.



Next, | stopped by our friend’s house with several long sheets of white butcher paper and
taped up the pieces on both sides and across the top of her fireplace on the wall. Before |
can design or build, I need to establish some overall dimensions. Some woodworkers
come from an engineering background and would fedl right at home doing this step by
taking measurements and making their calculations on paper or in acad program. Being a
visua person by nature, | find that by establishing arough sketch of the overall height,
width, and placement of the various decorative aspects of the mantel, | feel more creative
about the process. When | stand back and look at the sketch of the mantel and look
around the room, | find | am able to visualize the proportions I’m considering and make
adjustments. If | were to just design on paper, it may make mathematical sense and ook
right on paper, but it may not look good in the specific room I’'m installing in. And after
having doneit that way, | believe it will result in amantel that is sure to look custom and
not a mass produced store-bought piece.

What actually attaches a mantel to awall is aboard that is anchored to the wall. The
mantel then is attached to the anchored board and the rest of the mantel is built out. At
least that’s how | did it and that’s how I’ ve read others do it. So the first actual thing |
sketched in was the placement of the 2 x 4 board that will be at the heart of my structure.
| drew in linesto indicate the placement of that board and the height of that board was
based on the customer’ s choice of how high she wanted the mantel shelf to be. | have
been told that it is code for the bottom edge of a mantel to be at least 12" from the
opening of the firebox so the 12" starting mark was the first mark | made and the height
of the 2 x 4 established the height of the mantel. This particular mantel is abit tricky
because the fireplace wall isin acorner, so | have alimited amount of space to work
within, and since she wants to have “legs’ to her mantel, the mantel 1 design and build
has to be just the right width to allow for the space for mantel legs.

| took some pictures, jotted down my key dimensions (such as the height, overall width,
height of the upper section, etc, |eft the sketch on the wall, and headed home to get
started. Here'swhat it looked like after | had determined the rough measurements on the
wall:






Again, out came a piece of butcher paper but thistime, | cut aslice of the crown
moulding and the panel mould and layed out a side view to scale of the mantel upper
section. By doing this, | was able to determine some critical dimensions that now allow
me to know what size the “mantel box” will be. I know there must be some trade name
for the substructure of a mantel but heck if | know what it is.



| happened to have some ¥4’ birch ply around my shop so after ripping and cross cutting
my pieces to theright sizes | was ready to joint them. | decided to bevel the joining edges
at 45 degrees and use biscuits, glue and brads. This was the first time | have ever tried to
add biscuits to a beveled edge, but after an adjustment to the biscuit joiner’ s fence, it
worked just fine.



10/28/04 | got an early start on the mantel since | have afull time job and wanted to get
something done on it before work. From my drawings, | could tell that the top boards that
form the shelf would need to result in a67” x 12" overall size including the panel
moulding that trims the edge, so | grabbed a scrap of birch ply | had lying around and
ripped it to size on the table saw and then cross cut it on the miter saw. However, at the
last minute, | screwed up and made the length the same as the mantel box by accident! |
decided that since the mantel top is made up of two layers of plywood, the best thing to
do was to biscuit and glue together the missing length. 1’1l need to buy a sheet of plywood
to finish the project anyway so the top layer will be perfect and this bottom oneisjust a
filler. It still ticks me off though, and reaffirms for me once again that its better to transfer
measurements using story sticks or straight edges than calculating stuff in my head and
on paper. Recently, | added some dog holes and a woodworking vise to my new hybrid
assembly table woodworking bench. Clamping this piece was a snap using a couple of
shop made dogs and a board in my woodworking vise. Several hours later, it was dry
enough to work with.



| took the board, added a bead of glue on the top edge of the mantle box and using a
combination square, | adjusted the overlap of the top until it was equal on both sides.
Once | had it in position, | attached the top to the box using my 15 gauge finish nailer.



| decided to attach the crown moulding at this point. | guess | could have added the
second layer of plywood to the top, but adding the crown moulding was hel pful because
it alowed meto check the look of my design. Since the crown moulding that was
selected was less than 6” tall, | was able to flip the moulding upside down and just miter
cut it at 45 degrees on my dliding compound miter saw. | started by cutting one end, took
the piece to my mantle box, positioned it just where | wanted it, and marked the inside
corner of the moulding where it needed to be cut. | intentionally cut the moulding a bit
long and after checking it against the mantel box for size, | trimmed afraction of aninch
off by lower the saw in the off position, sliding the moulding against the blade, turning on
the saw and then lifting and lowering the blade. This technique works great when you
need to shave just a hair off things like moulding to achieve that perfect fit.



For outside mitered corners like those required for this mantel, | have found that the best
results come using a hot glue gun and holding the moulding pieces into position. Clamps
and regular woodworking glue are areal pain in these applications, and once the hot glue
setsin about 15 seconds, the corner miter is made and | just nail in the mouldings to
complete the job. For the crown nailing, | used 18 gauge 1” brads.



The crown that wraps around the sides is cut the same way on the miter saw, but before
nailing it in place, it is checked to make sure it to make sure that the joint formed will be
tight and not have any gaps. Normally when making crown moulding and trim fit well
you use a plane or files to make minor adjustments, but with mdf moulding you can
easily destroy the edge using tools like those. For mdf, | have several pieces of flat mdf
board that | glued sandpaper to and use for purposes like these. With just afew strokes
with my sanding block, the joints came together tightly. It was only after | could form a
good joint that | then marked the length of the pieces and cut them to length on the miter
saw and installed the pieces using my hot glue gun.






Before completing the mantel, | decided to “test” it on the wall for proportions and to
find out the dimension of the legs we' d be able to accommodate.

The first step to mounting the mantel on the wall was to pre-drill a2 x 4 with several
holes for anchors. Then, holding the 2 x 4 in place on thewall, | used a%2” masonry bit
and drilled into the wall through the brick using my rough sketch linesto placemy 2 x 4
to the proper height and using alevel. | used some pretty slick anchorsthistime. The
anchors aren’'t cheap (they’ re $2.30 each), but they work well. These anchors are pushed
through the 2 x 4 and all the way into the hole in the wall. Then, a center pin gets driven
down which forces the anchor to spread at its end. Lastly, a bolt gets tightened and that
forms the anchor. With 4 of these anchorsin the brick wall, | could easily stand on the 2
X 4 anchor board.






With the anchor board in place, | slid the mantel top over the board, dlid it into position
and placed asingle screw through the top and into the 2 x 4 so that | could stand back and
see how it looked.

After some discussion, our friend decided to skip the legs on this mantel and instead ook
for some corbels or decorative element to add instead on the sides, because we found
after building the upper section of the mantel that there simply was not alarge enough
areaon thewalls on either side of the fireplace to have proper width legs.

At the last minute before | added the top layer to the top and finished the rest of the
mantel, | got avisit from our friends. They decided that for the mantel to look right, it
needed to be more narrow. Rather than rebuild the mantel, the best way | could come up
with to sizeit wasto run it through the table saw with the blade fully raised and finish the
job with a handsaw.

To run it through the table saw, | rested the mantel top down and ran it through with the
back side against the saw fence.



Once at the proper width, | cut atop layer for the mantel top and another piece to seal the
bottom out of birch ply and attached it using wood glue and brads. Then | began applying
the moulding that covers the edge of the top. It’s a nice big moulding that | realy liked
using. | also wrapped the bottom edge in a cove moulding that has crisp lines. The cove
moulding would get torn up if cut in my power miter saw, so | was able to try out my
new hand miter saw. For small delicate mouldings like these, you can’t beat a precise
miter saw like this.



Most of the small mouldings formed acceptable joints right after being cut, but one
required some fine adjustment. I’'m glad | just made a shooting board this week, because
it worked great with my new low angle block plane. Here you see me adjusting the piece
to length. My shooting board is abit of atwist on the traditional design. By adding a
raised section in the middle, | am able to square up 90 degree cuts as well as the usua 45
degree miters.



Here you seeit partially installed.



The final pieces of upper trim were carefully added to make sure that they fit flush with
the mantle top and were both glued and nailed with brads. Now that thetrim isal on and
3" has been removed from the overall depth, | like the proportions alot.



With the mantel constructed, | countersunk arow of holes for mounting the mantel using
my drill press and headed back to our friends house to get it installed. The picture below
doesn’t show the wall corners well because it was starting to get dark, but | was pleased
at how the upper moulding just reaches the corners of the walls. With the mantel

positioned to our satisfaction, | drove it home using screws through both layers of the
mantel top into the anchor board.






Tomorrow, the homeowners plan to coat their new mantel with primer and paint it, but
before they can, | am going to spring for aset of plug cutters and make some plugsto fill
the holesin the top. The plan isfor them to find a pair of carved lion corbels to position
on both sides of the mantel, but dressing up their mantel with decoration is something
they can do themselves. My work hereis done, and after | fill the holes in the top its off
to another project...

Ovedl, | gained alot of confidence doing this project and if you're new to building a
mantel | hope it will do the same for you. | bought amantel for my den several years ago
before | got interested in woodworking and have wanted to replace it with something
better. Now, | have some ideas of making something in the arts & crafts look with either
box joint or dovetailed corners, some small pull out drawersin the front, and a squarish
overall look-not the sweeping traditional crown moulding look of store bought mantels. |
figure the cost of materials to build this mantel was about $130.00.



