
finishing room

It never fails. Every time I build an
outdoor project, one of the first ques-
tions friends ask is “What finish did
I use?” The truth is, there’s no per-
fect outdoor finish. All of them will
break down over time and need to
be renewed. But there are several,
good options to choose from. 

PAINT. The first is to use paint.
Paint protects wood with a thick
barrier that blocks out light and
water. It’s just that after going
through a lot of work to build a
project with nice wood, it’s a
shame to cover it up. 

VARNISH. Another option is to use
spar varnish. This finish forms a

tough film over the wood. The
downside is that the varnish flakes
and peels as it ages. And refinish-
ing it can be a long, tedious job.

OIL. There’s one choice that I turn
to when I want protection from sun
and rain without a lot of fuss. And
that’s a penetrating oil finish. 

This finish was made to protect
decks and wood siding. It works
by penetrating into the wood,
without leaving a film. This makes
it easy to apply multiple coats. The
end result is a water-repellent,
fade-proof finish. 

To handle extreme weather, the
finish is made up of a combination

Keep your outdoor projects looking great year after year
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easy-to-apply Outdoor Finish

{ A thin oil finish
soaks in easily
for the best
protection. 



of ingredients. It all starts with a
light oil base. The thin consistency
allows it to penetrate deeply. And
it’s what stops rain and snow from
soaking in and leading to rot (main
photo on the opposite page).

The most common oil used for
the base is tung oil. But some
brands use other oils. Penofin, for
one, uses Brazilian rosewood oil as
the base. Another finish, Cabot’s
Australian Timber Oil contains a
combination of tung oil, linseed oil,
and long-oil alkyds meant for 
projects made from tropical hard-
woods.  

MILDEW. Drenching rains aren’t
the only problems outdoor projects
face. Damp conditions can breed
mildew which can spoil a project
quickly. So, semi-transparent stains
include a mildew inhibitor to keep
it from getting a foothold. 

UV BLOCKERS. To stand up to the
sun, the stains contains an ultravio-
let light (UV) blocker. This light is
what breaks down and bleaches
the wood fibers to a silvery gray. 

IT’S A STAIN, TOO. There’s one final
ingredient. These finishes often
include stain pigments. These col-
ors even out variations in materials
and tint sun-bleached wood with-
out concealing the grain, as shown
in the examples at right. Because of
this feature, they are sometimes
called “semi-transparent stains.”

APPLYING THE FINISH
Like I said before, one of the biggest
advantages to penetrating oils is just
how easy it is to apply — all you
need is a brush. But things can get a
little messy. So I like to do my fin-
ishing outside. A large, plastic tarp
will protect surfaces from drips.

A HEAVY FIRST COAT. I find that a
brush works well for most projects.
But you can spray on the finish, as
shown in the box below.

The goal here is to apply a good,
wet coat to all parts of the project.
Then, after letting it soak in for 20-
30 minutes, wipe off the excess.

You’ll notice that endgrain will
suck up the oil like a sponge. So I
check back every few minutes to
brush on additional finish.

Depending on the finish, you
may need to apply a second coat.
The second coat goes on like the
first. Then I let the project dry at
least overnight before using it.

REFINISHING. No finish will last for-
ever outside. So, chances are, you’ll
need to reapply the finish every
year or two. The nice thing about a
penetrating oil is that renewing it is
a pretty simple process.

To do this, I like to clean the proj-
ect first and sand out any scratches
or dings. Then, just lay down a
new coat like the original applica-
tion. After letting it dry overnight,
it’s back in business. W

How-To:  Save Time Spraying
You can make applying a pene-
trating oil finish go a lot quicker if
you spray it on. But that doesn’t
mean you need to invest in expen-
sive spray equipment. 

GARDEN SPRAYER. In fact, I’ve
found that an ordinary garden
sprayer works perfectly for the
job. You can find one at any hard-
ware store or home center.

SPRAYING IT ON. An outdoor oil
finish is light enough that you
don’t even need to thin it before

filling the sprayer and applying
it. You’ll notice that the sprayer
will lay down a pretty heavy coat
(photo at right). But that will
guarantee that you get good pen-
etration of the stain before wip-
ing off the excess. 

When you’re done, pour  left-
over stain back in the can. Then
clean out the sprayer with paint
thinner. This way, you won’t gum
up the nozzle. I label my sprayer
so it won’t get used in the garden.
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