
REFINISHING TECHNIQUES FOR MILITARY RIFLE STOCKS  

Compiled by Dick Culver  

This article is being posted in answer to the many requests for advice on how to refinish military 
rifle stocks. Rather than post one article that is THE method for stock refinishing, this is a set of 
mini-articles to give you a cross-section of different techniques. All three yield excellent results.  

I have seen some of the stocks that Walt Kuleck has refinished and they leave little or nothing to 
be desired... I would be most happy with any of them.  

The finisher is in fact a professional military stock refinisher and he can only be described as an 
artist. His instructions are clear and simple and represent years of trial and error designed to 
duplicate the finishes of yesteryear on the military products of Springfield, Rock Island, 
Winchester, HRA and IHC. If you follow his instructions carefully, the results will be superior.  

My techniques are the result of attempting to duplicate the rifles seen on the firing line and in the 
barracks prior to and following WWII. In the 50s many of the old timers used to ask me what I 
was using on the stock. I was most honest and told them I used a hand rubbed linseed oil finish 
(OK, so I put a little beeswax into it... (hee, hee, hee...) rubbed it down with a towel, and 
polished it off with a silicone cloth).  

I invite anyone with another way of refinishing military rifle stocks to send them in to the 
webmistress and we will add your method to the list!  

Best regards and good luck,  

Dick Culver  

Method One  
HOW TO REFINISH A MILITARY GUN STOCK,  
BY "T.HE F.INISHER"  

Remove all metal parts. Get some Kleen-Kutter Varnish, Lacquer, and Shellac Remover, from 
"Home Depot".  

Pour about 8 ounces into a 2 1/2 gallon metal bucket.  

Stand the stock in the bucket.  

Put on thick rubber gloves, and use a 2 1/2 inch paintbrush to coat the stock with the liquid. Coat 
the hand guards, too. Let sit for 30 minutes.  

Repeat the process with the paintbrush.  



Use fresh liquid, and use #1 steel wool instead of the paintbrush to scrub the stock. Do not scrub 
hard to smooth the surface, just enough force to get the liquid into the remaining finish.  

Let the stock dry overnight.  

Repeat this process 1 or more times until there is no finish remaining.  

Let it dry overnight.  

Look for any dents, dings or scratches.  

You will now attempt to steam these out.  

Put the stock in the bathtub and cover it with water for 15 minutes.  

Put the stock on an ironing board. Heat up the iron so when it touches a damp cloth, the water 
will steam.  

Press the hot iron against the dents. This will heat up the water and create steam, which will 
expand and get rid of some of the dents. Leave the iron on the stock until the steam stops hissing.  

Put the stock back in the tub for 15 minutes.  

Repeat the process until the dents are gone or you are tired of doing this. I do this about 6 times.  

You cannot replace missing wood by steaming.  

Let the stock dry for 1 day to get any water out.  

The steaming process may have gotten rid of some of the dents. For those it didn't, sand the stock 
with 150 grit sandpaper. This will get rid of the shallow ones plus shallow scratches on dents that 
remain, sand them with 100 grit sandpaper only where the dents are. This can get rid of some 
deeper dents and scratches.  

If this works, go over the area with 150 grit after you're done with the 100 grit.  

If there are any dents too deep for sandpaper, it is now time to fill them in with a mixture of 
Brownell's Acraglas. Mix this up like the instructions, and mix some of the sawdust from 
sanding with the Acraglas. This will make the Acraglas look as close to the wood as possible, but 
it won't be a perfect match. When finished the Acraglas won't really stand out, but it won't be 
invisible, either.  

When the Acraglas is dry, sand the whole stock with 150 grit sandpaper. You may  
have to spread the Acraglasing out over several days, as there might be dents all over the stock 
which would require you to sit it a certain way so the Acraglas doesn't run, let dry, sit another 
way for more Acraglas, etc. Until all the dents are filled.  



When sanding the stock, there may be dents that are too shallow for the acraglas to stick in, and 
it will sand out. Then the dent may be too deep to sand out with sandpaper. When this happens, 
leave the dent, and live with it. This would not have prevented the japs from falling over when 
hit with the bullets from the rifle.  

Go to the Tandy leather craft store, and get some Fiebing's dark brown leather dye. Get the 
alcohol based, not the water based. This is the stain to use.  

Rub it on the stock using the rubber gloves and a bath towel (the one that came with the 
washcloth). Rub the dye over the inside and outside of the stock and hand guards. Do not apply a 
heavy coat.  

Let it and the hand guards dry overnight.  

Apply another coat of dye, and let it dry overnight. The stock should be completely covered with 
dye.  

Sand the stock and hand guards with #0000 steel wool compare the coloring of the stock and 
hand guards.  

If they match go on to the next step. If they don't match, one is lighter than the other. Here is 
where the artistry comes in. If the stock is too light, sand the dark hand guards with #0000 steel 
wool to lighten the color until they match the stock.  

If the stock is too dark, put another coat of dye on the hand guards rub with wool, and see if they 
match. If they are still too light, rub the stock with wool where the hand guards fit on the stock, 
and lighten the stock until it matches the hand guards. I have found that the color is not 
consistent in wood, and part of a stock can be lighter or darker from another part of it With a 
little experimentation, you should be able to match the stock and hand guards.  

After this matching/rubbing is done, put 2 coats of Formby’s low gloss tung oil on the wood. 
This will seal in the dye.  

The process is now complete, and the stock should look better than when it began.  

Method Two:  
M1 STOCK REFINISHING  
By Walt Kuleck  

As published on the Fulton Armory Website with permission of Walt. This can also be seen on 
the Fulton Armory Site along with some pictures of the results.  

QUESTION: My CMP M1 stock has a few dings and is very sticky. What can I do to clean the 
stock? Do I sand it? What do I put on it after all is said and done?  



ANSWER : : The M1 Rifle was originally manufactured with one of two finishes: linseed oil or 
China/Tung oil. Towards the end of WWII the linseed oil was supplanted by Tung Oil, a finish 
which was used, I believe, during '50's production. Refinished stocks were, however, generally 
refinished with linseed oil.  

In all cases the finished stock was simply dipped in a tank of linseed or Tung oil for a few 
minutes and then allowed to drain dry.  

Stocks that come from the CMP, whether as parts or on a rifle, are often coated with that sticky 
goo called cosmoline. Even those that are not are likely to be oil soaked or stained in one area or 
another.  

Here's what I do. To strip the old finish and remove oil & dirt, I use Easy-Off Oven Cleaner (the 
Heavy Duty variety). Spray it on, let it soak for 10-15 minutes, and then rinse off with very 
warm water while scrubbing with a Scotch-Brite pad. Usually one go with the EasyOff is 
sufficient, but I have had to repeat the treatment up to twice more.  

When the stock has dried I follow up with a coat or two of Minwax Natural Stain (unless I'm 
getting creative) and finish with two or three coats of Minwax Tung Oil finish. Minwax Natural 
is clear; it simply seals the grain.  

Except in extreme cases the strongest abrasive I will use is 00 steel wool. Usually a mild going-
over with 00 before and after the first coat of Natural stain, then 0000 thereafter. I use my thumb 
to cover the cartouche and Proof stamp, in turn, to assure I don't further degrade it. I repeat the 
process with the Tung Oil; after buffing damp (10-15 minutes after application) with a balled-up 
nylon stocking or pantyhose (really!), allow drying for 24 hours then buff with 0000 steel wool. 
After the second coat, buff with 0000. After the last coat, buff with the stocking.  

The result looks military but is more durable. I've done more than a dozen M1 and M14 stocks 
this way, with total satisfaction. If you're able to attend the OGCA shows (e-mail me if you wish 
to be sponsored as a guest), stop by the GCA booth. I generally have my CMP rifle and my 
wife's CMP rifle there, refinished with this method.  

This method works for me! But for God's sake, don't sand it!!!!  

-- Walt Kuleck  

Method Three:  
Refurbishing Old M1 (or M1903) Stocks  
By Dick Culver  

There are a couple of ground rules here:  

1. If the stock is in reasonably good shape, and looks right for the rifle, sometimes it’s well to 
just leave it alone.  



2. If it definitely needs cleaning, Walt Kuleck recommends the use of oven cleaner (see Walt’s 
article in this dissertation). While I haven’t personally tried oven cleaner, I have seen the results 
and it does a most serviceable job. If you are gonna’ go that far, make sure you don’t screw up or 
degrade any remaining (existing) cartouche(s) (usually located on the left side of the stock, sorta’ 
below the rear sight and/or receiver horseshoe). The very early IHC stocks have an "Ordnance 
Wheel" cartouche on the RIGHT hand side of the stock and a small (un-circled) "p" on the 
BOTTOM of the pistol grip... DO NOT REMOVE THESE!  

3. Being a basically lazy character, instead of using oven cleaner, I usually take a really dirty and 
oily walnut stock down to the local furniture stripper and have them throw it in the hot tank (this 
works for Birch Stocks also). The hot tank boils all the old oil and dirt out of the stock, and at 
least partially steams the smaller dents out... It truly cleans a stock down to its "undernothings". I 
usually wait a day or two before starting the finishing process if the stock was exceptionally oily, 
as sometimes a little bit of oil will bleed out after the initial treatment. These small oily "bleed 
outs" could probably be taken off/out handily using the oven cleaner treatment, or make a deal 
with the furniture stripper to dip the stock a second time after a week or so if it does start to get a 
little "after immersion seepage" – if you arrange for it before hand, they will usually throw in the 
second dipping gratis. After using the furniture stripping method, I then refinish the stock as 
described below.  

4. Many dings and dents can be steamed out of the stock using a wet wash cloth and a steam 
iron. It’s par for the course to have to do this several times for each dent. If the edges of the dent 
are "broken", the dent will usually not come all the way out.  

5. Once you have steamed out as many of the dents as possible, it’s time to "whisker" the stock. 
Filling the remaining small indentations that defy the "steaming out" method can be filled as 
outlined in "T.he F.inisher's method above. "Whiskering" is best done with a sopping wet 
washcloth. Just thoroughly wet down the outside of the stock and let it dry.  

When the stock dries, it will leave a raised grain (usually known as "whiskers"). These can be 
gently taken off with very fine steel wool (OOO or OOOO) – CAREFUL with those cartouches. 
This process should be repeated until the dry stock no longer has any raised grain. The stock 
should now be as smooth as a baby’s posterior, and ready for the application of the finish. I am 
told that the Scotch-Brite pads do an even better job than the ‘steel fur’ (0000 steel wool) and 
doesn’t leave those pesky little metallic little pieces of the steel wool hanging in the irregularities 
of the stock grain.  

6. Once you have used the hot tank or oven cleaner treatment on the stock, it will probably be 
considerably lighter in color than it was when you started. If you wish to bring it back to its 
original (and traditional) color, I personally use Dixie Antique Gun Stock Stain (made for them 
by the Fiebing’s Dye Company and costs about $2.00 per bottle). This stuff is obtained from the 
Dixie Gun Works in Union City, Tennessee. One bottle will do several stocks! You will 
probably have to use several coats, but make sure to let each coat dry thoroughly! After you have 
attained the desired color, wipe the stock down with OOOO steel wool followed by a clean dry 
(old) skivvy shirt. This stock stain will come as close as any I have ever seen to exactly 
duplicating the Springfield Stock Color.  



7. If you have a very early M1, the original finish was RAW linseed oil. According to the story, 
the linseed oil tended to smoke under the heat of prolonged firing (from the hand guards, I 
assume) which was seen as an undesirable trait in a combat rifle ('03s did not usually get hot 
enough to cause such problems). I once charred the handguards of an M1 during a live fire 
Squad-in-the Assault exercise and bubbled the Linspeed Oil finish I had applied to the 
handguards. It looked pretty, but wasn’t the most practical military finish I ever used (except for 
inspections!). The Springfield Armory solution to the "smoking problem" was to use a 5 minute 
submersion of the M1 stocks in "China-wood Oil" (vice Linseed Oil). China-wood Oil is/was 
sometimes called Japanese Dryer, (better known as "Tung Oil" today – made from the nut of the 
Tung Tree). The Tung Oil finish was tested in early to mid 1941 and approved in the latter part 
of 1941. Using Tung Oil as the base coat is a really easy way to finish a walnut stock, as it dries 
rapidly and is essentially waterproof... "Tung Oil" can be rubbed in with the palm of the hand 
(until it starts to dry). If you wish to remove any shininess, this can be done with the 0000 Steel 
Wool, again wiped with an old towel. The end result can then be wiped down with a silicone 
cloth. This is the correct finish for an "as issued" stock (after 1941) from Springfield Armory... I 
will go through my personal "hand rubbed" finish below.  

NOTE:   As far as I know, all stocks finished by Springfield (and others - Win, HRA and IHC) 
after 1941, were finished with Tung Oil including the post WWII production rifles (including the 
M14). It would be hard to pin an exact date on the total changeover to the new finish, but surely 
by early 1942, all stocks were Armory finished utilizing the TUNG Oil process. It was intended 
that all FIELD maintenance of rifle stocks would continue to be linseed oil (Boiled Linseed was 
the favorite since it contained a drying agent, and was much more practical for the individual 
soldier)  

My personal advice is to make the stock finish fit the era and wear of the (individual) M1, and 
add a little character to the amount of remaining metal finish, rather than try to make a piece of 
furniture out of the stock. Doing too good a job is much like a gal who dyes her hair jet black 
when she’s in her ‘70s... It MAY be her natural color, but...  

If you are doing a total restoration, then it’s OK to pull out the stops.  

If you want a finish that rivals the most meticulous hand rubbed finish applied by the 
professional soldier (or Marine) in the days prior to WWII, you might want to try the following:  

This is a finish I got from an old-timer at Perry back in the mid-50s who appeared to be old 
enough to have used it on his issue Trapdoor Springfield in the Indian Fighting Days. I went 
home and tried it and am still using it to this day:  

1.Go through the cleaning process described above, whisker the stock as outlined and apply the 
Dixie Antique Gun Stock Stain. Make sure all the dents are steamed out (or filled) and you are 
happy with the finish.  

2. Apply Tung Oil liberally to the inside of your stock and let dry (this is basically a 
"waterproofing" treatment. Apply a light hand rubbed coat of Tung Oil to the outside of the stock 
and allow to dry (this acts to do a preliminary sealing of the grain/pores of the wood.. Use the 



0000 Steel Wool (or the Scotch Brite pads) to remove any evidence of the Tung Oil from the 
outside of the stock. Allow the dried Tung Oil to remain on the inside surfaces.  

3. The "magic finish formula" consists of equal parts of Boiled Linseed Oil, Turpentine 
(essentially a solvent) and Beeswax. (1/3rd Linseed, 1/3rd Turpentine, and 1/3rd Beeswax. Melt 
the mixture over a "flameless" heat source (hot plate, radiator or the manifold of your vehicle). 
Stir the concoction and allow to cool into a paste. Put the paste in a convenient container (I used 
to use a typewriter ribbon can when they still had such things). You might get a can of Brie 
Cheese in the Grocery Store, those round cans work well and will fit in your shooting stool most 
handily inside of a zip-lock bag.  

4. Take your prepared stock and start to rub the Beeswax mixture into the outside of the stock 
with the palm of your hand. Allow the friction (and generated heat) of your hand to melt the 
paste into the grain of the wood. You can do this while watching the "tube" and not screw 
anything up. After you have rubbed in the first coat, rub it down with an old towel. Repeat the 
process until you are satisfied (you can always add more, and this is one of the beauties of the 
finish, as it can be used until you get tired of rubbing). The last coat is always burnished with an 
old (Terrycloth) towel. The final "piece-d-resistance" is a quick final rubdown with a silicone 
cloth. The finish gives the appearance of a hand rubbed stock with 20 years of effort applied. The 
Beeswax imparts a waterproof finish to the stock, and any minor scrapes, or scratches can easily 
be rubbed out of it with a small addition of the Magic Paste. The finish looks good, has a non 
shiny military appearance, it’s waterproof, doesn’t smoke or bubble the finish in rapid fire and 
appears to be an original well rubbed rifle stock from the days prior to WWII. It truly IS a hand 
rubbed finish!  

This method works equally well with any military stock and is a really practical finish for your 
hunting or "head for the hills" stock.  

NOTE: Beeswax can usually be found in shoe and saddle makers shops (they wax their sewing 
machine thread with it), leather stores (Tandy, The Leather Factory, etc.) or even from bee 
keepers... You ain’t gonna’ need a bunch. I’m still using a block I found 25 years ago. Beeswax 
can usually be found in shoe and saddle makers shops (they wax their sewing machine thread 
with it), leather stores (Tandy, The Leather Factory, etc.) or even from bee keepers... You ain’t 
gonna’ need a bunch. I’m still using a block I found 25 years ago.  

 


