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New shop in an old mill
B Y  P A T  M O R I A R T Y

Iron and light. A lover of cast-iron woodworking 
machines, Pat Moriarty has outfitted his shop with 
vintage heavyweights like the 32-in. Northfield 
bandsaw he’s using here. With tall windows lining 
both east- and west-facing walls, Moriarty’s shop 
is flooded with natural light all day long. 

shop design
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W hen I retired after a career as a mechanical 
engineer nine years ago, I knew that I wanted 
to spend the rest of my life doing something 
that was both exciting and challenging. Having 
already enjoyed years of woodworking as a 
hobby, I decided it was a natural choice for 

the next chapter of my life. Within a week of retiring, I started 
Conway Chair Company. 

Originally, I intended to build a freestanding woodworking 
shop on my property. I cleared two acres of land, installed 
a well, and designed a septic system. However, one day I 
happened to meet a glassblower who lives in my Massachusetts 
town, and when I asked about his shop setup he told me he 
was moving into an old brick mill building one town over in 
Shelburne Falls. Built on the banks of the Deerfield River, the 
mill had been the home of cutlery manufacturer Lamson & 
Goodnow since 1837. When the company relocated in 2015, the 
mill’s new owner reconceived it as a place offering affordable 
studio spaces for artists, makers, small businesses, and startups.

This struck me as a great opportunity, and the next day I was 
negotiating a deal with the owner of The Mill at Shelburne 
Falls for a 30-ft. by 25-ft. space featuring hard maple floors, tall 
double-hung windows that line the east and west walls and fill 
the space with sunlight throughout the day, and three-phase 
230-volt power for all of my woodworking machines.

I immediately loved the space, and over time I’ve discovered 
that having a shop situated in a building repurposed specifically 
for creative endeavors is an enormous benefit. Being immersed 
in a community of artists and makers, each with their own 
skills and working on their own projects, leads to a contagion 
of creation. For me, this arrangement has spawned inspiring 
collaborations with fellow tenants (there are about 40 of us 
now) and has increased public visibility of my work through 
both casual contacts and building-wide open-studio events held 
throughout the year.

I had been finding and restoring old woodworking machines 
for many years, and now all of them have a home. Each 
vintage machine has a story. My 36-in. 116 Oliver bandsaw 

Born in the 1830s. The mill in Shelburne Falls, Mass., where Moriarty has his 
chair shop was home to Lamson & Goodnow cutlery works for 180 years. These 
days it houses studios and workshops for artists, designers, and artisans.
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Chairs were the challenge. After many years as a 
hobbyist building pieces that featured flat planes and 
right angles, Moriarty was challenged by friends to 
build a chair. He responded by learning to build Sam 
Maloof–style chairs, turning parts (as here on an Oliver 
25-B lathe) and sculpting them, and founding Conway 
Chair Company, his one-person shop. 

shop design continued
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originally resided at the Charlestown 
Naval Shipyard and was used to help 
restore the U.S.S. Constitution. Then 
there’s my Northfield 12 HD jointer, with 
its 3-hp, direct-drive motor and straight 
three-knife cutterhead. It departed the 
Minnesota Northfield factory on July 2, 
1941, to an unknown destination. Sixty 
years later it was in use at McIntosh & 
Tuttle Cabinetry Company in Lewiston, 
Maine, and in 2005 it was acquired by 
the New Hampshire–based Littleton 
Millwork Company. I purchased it from 
Littleton for practically scrap value. When 
I was restoring this tool top to bottom, 
Northfield Machinery Builders—still 
in business!—provided me with parts, 
labels, and consultation. This exact 
machine is still made by Northfield today. 
My shop’s oldest machine is an Oliver 
No. 3 miter trimmer, which was made 
sometime before 1905.

I use a 1950s Hammond Glider Trim-
O-Saw to cut shoulders on tenons and 
make crosscuts on four-square stock. The 
Hammond Glider was originally used in 
the printing business to cut lead letter 
stock, and its principal feature is a cast-

It’s not all iron. 
Moriarty built 
his Shaker-style 
workbench with 
a maple top and 
ample storage 
below, and outfitted 
it with an Emmert 
patternmaker’s vise.

Lots of leverage. 
Most of Moriarty’s 
chair parts get 
mortised on this 
1947 Oliver mortiser, 
which he fully 
restored.
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iron table that slides on rails. This feature makes 
it a superb tool to use when exact dimensions are 
critical. Similarly useful is my 1945 Walker-Turner 
radial drill press, which was originally owned by 
Pratt & Whitney. This machine’s three-axis drilling 
ability suits it perfectly for cutting compound-angle 
mortises in chair seats. 

Purchasing vintage woodworking equipment 
requires a good deal of perseverance and due 
diligence. I never buy equipment that has any 
casting defects (like cracks or previously repaired 
cracks) or is missing critical components. I prefer 
to buy directly from fellow woodworkers, I never 
buy sight unseen, and I always bring tools to assist 
in the evaluation: dial indicators to check for arbor 
run-out, straight edges to check for table flatness, 
an ammeter to check the motor health. And the 
restoration process can be quite time-consuming. 
But the pleasure of using great old machines in this 
great old building makes it well worth the effort. ☐

Pat Moriarty makes chairs in Shelburne Falls, Mass.

Sharing  
a building
Working in a building that 
teems with people pursuing 
creative careers, Moriarty 
finds his own work enriched. 
Ann Lofquist (seen above), a 
painter with a studio down the 
hall, sometimes collaborates 
with him on chair designs 
and presentation drawings. 
He has also consulted and 
collaborated with Shannon 
Tate, an interior designer with 
a studio in the mill. Many of 
the artists and makers in the 
building share their work by 
hanging or staging it in the 
hallways.


