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The Man Who Loves Trees
(Cumberland, RI)  Michael Amaral loves trees – and his fine, originally designed furniture proves it. Unlike woodworkers who go to a lumber yard for the typical commercially-graded planks, Michael uses only local species harvested in and around his native Rhode Island, preferably salvaged trees or sustainable sources. 

Not only is his approach more environmentally-conscious, but it allows the natural beauty of trees – the unusual grains, growths and patterns that are normally cut from commercial grades – to become an artistic element in his furniture design. See www.michael-amaral.com
“This type of native wood has such distinctive characteristics, it’s impossible to disassociate the furniture from the tree,” says Amaral, who sees the craft as a continuous process of appreciation and respect.

Working with this kind of wood is an art form in itself. “It takes a special mindset to design furniture with character as well as functionality,” Michael explains, “to know how to combine the boards with the right harmony and balance, so the details of the wood shine through without being distracting to the overall piece.” It also takes special craftsmanship to understand how to transform this wild wood into a piece of fine furniture. “It’s not easy going against the grain,” Amaral puns.

Mike Hendershot of the Woodcrafters Guild says, “I really like Michael Amaral’s approach to building furniture as it is a blend of classic woodworking process with modern function and design. He uses hand tools where possible and practical, defying notions that modern furniture can only be built efficiently with loud power tools.”

Hendershot continues enthusiastically: “Also, it is refreshing that he utilizes locally harvested woods in his projects. It demonstrates ecological awareness coupled with artistic practicality, and this behavior is something that the entire furniture building community needs to take a hard look at. He builds beautiful pieces that are of heirloom quality, and I am proud to know and work with Michael.”

Michael turns to people like Hendershot for wood that can’t be found in commercial locations. He also relies on Forest Stewardship Council-certified mills that monitor all phases of the process – from harvesting to cutting to replanting.
Michael has been designing and building custom furniture for eight years, but only recently has become serious about selling it. Prior to starting his own business, he was employed by various building and furniture-making enterprises. “I’d feel extremely uncomfortable when wood was mishandled,” he admits. “For wood to be 
harshly sanded or stained seems incredibly wrong,” he continues. “I don’t use paint. I don’t use stain. I handcraft each piece of furniture, creating a smooth, fine surface with hand planes and other tools and finally, a hand-rubbed finish.” 

When asked about the first thing he built, Michael chuckles and clarifies, “You mean other than bird feeders and bird houses?” Two of the first pieces of unique furniture he made were a bench and coffee table created from wood rescued from an abandoned sawmill located within a 2-minute walk from his house. The salvaged wood included planks of maple, cherry and oak – trees harvested in Cumberland. It was then that he realized the potential in building something both beautiful and functional from local species that too often get overlooked. 
“The variety of local wood is incredible,” says Michael. For him, the supply of local species of wood provides an endless array of colors and grains that you simply can’t find commercially. From the deep orangey hues of tamarack to the earthy grayish-brown tones of butternut to sassafras (which is like oak but finer) – there’s a constant supply of inspiration.

“My favorite wood is red maple,” Michael reveals, “even though it is often considered a ‘secondary wood.’” Not only is that the official tree of Rhode Island, but it appeals to his artistic senses. “It’s the epitome of wood. The colors can range from ivory white to dark brown, and each tree can have numerous characteristics: the bold contrast of mineral streaks; the curls, shimmers and swirls; the quietness of subtle grains or the very distinctive textural patterns.”

The most unusual patterns in red maple – found in “ambrosia maple” – are caused by a type of beetle. The ambrosia beetle bores tunnels into the live tree, resulting in a striking pattern that becomes visible when the wood is cut.
Mark Bartosiak of Lincoln, RI, is one of Michael’s foremost followers. “I have commissioned four pieces of furniture from Michael Amaral,” he says proudly, “…a coffee table, entertainment unit, end table and work stool. Three things drew me to Michael’s work: furniture as a point of interest, the personality of the pieces, and my belief in the artisan.”

Bartosiak explains, “I was interested in replacing the disposable furniture that I was buying repeatedly. At the same time, from a decorative standpoint, I was looking for furniture that would be a point of interest, rather than blending into the room. Another big draw is that Michael’s furniture is not mainstream furniture, but even within custom work, it’s very unique and characteristic.”

“I had been around Michael long enough that I trusted him to know what he was doing with furniture, but he made me aware of another thing – that my furniture could be a link to where I lived – that a tree in my backyard could become a coffee table in my living room. The green aspect is nice, but what appeals to me even more is the story behind it – the fact that I have a connection to it: I know the history of it, what it’s made of, and where it was made.”
To say that Michael’s pieces are “original” would be an understatement. They are one-of-a kind “sculptures” that are authenticated with his signature mark. Each piece comes with a card which identifies the maker and origin of the raw materials, provides a build date, location, and other interesting facts. “I have a plant stand with a stone top,” says Michael. “Not only do I know where the wood came from (Rhode Island), but I handpicked the rock from what was an early-1900s quarry in Coventry. So when I tell people they’re getting a little piece of Rhode Island, they really are.”
Michael works from his home in Cumberland, R.I., to contain costs and maintain a creative environment. “That’s where I get my best inspiration,” he allows. “I often walk in the woods with a camera. Just being close to nature and seeing these magnificent trees in their prime, is humbling.” Enjoy Michael’s photography at www.michael-amaral.com/photography
What if someone comes to Michael with a photo of furniture they like? “I don’t build reproductions,” Michael says with conviction, “but I’m happy to work with a client to understand their space, needs and taste before embarking on a project. However, the final design and feel are derived from the wood, not a plan. Some pieces just call out to be made in a certain way.”
So why select a Michael Amaral original? “Fine furniture adds warmth to a room,” Michael explains. “It’s an investment, a solution, and a legacy that can be passed along.” For Michael, we know it’s also a labor of love.
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