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now and be patient. Customers will find 
you.” He was absolutely right about this. 

i sheepishly asked if he needed an appren-
tice. He already had two employees, he 
explained, and was struggling to keep busy, 
so the timing just wasn’t right.

Back to the garage, where over the next 
four months my friend and i built a rocker 
for my baby niece, a sewing chair for his wife, 
and a little pine TV stand for a friend (our 
first paying gig). none of them were very 
good, but each was better than the last. 

One morning in December the phone in 
our seminary apartment rang and  Michael 
Colca introduced himself. i had no idea who 
he was, so he explained that he was a wood-
worker in Wimberley ... that i’d signed his 
guest book months ago ... in the gallery. 

Right! i remembered. Michael said he 
needed some help in the shop and would i 
be interested in driving out to meet him? i 
nearly dropped the phone.

it’s been almost 20 years since i started 
as Michael’s apprentice. Looking back, 
it was without a doubt the best thing 
that could have happened to me. Books, 
magazines and classes are great for get-
ting started, but based on my experience, 
a good apprenticeship is hands down the 
best way to learn the craft. 

LeaRn MORe, anD QuiCKLy
as an apprentice you’ll learn more, and 

you’ll learn more quickly. Being tossed as a 
novice into the workflow of a professional 
woodshop is like drinking from a fire hose. 

experienced woodworkers move fast and 
fluidly, so in order to be useful, an appren-
tice must keep up and pay close attention. 
This can be an enormous challenge for the 
first few weeks, but the payoff is huge.

i remember watching Michael mill the 
blank for one of the feet on a trestle-style 
table, measure and mark it for mortises, 
cut the mortises, draw on the foot’s shape, 
bandsaw the lines nearly perfectly, clean 
off the saw marks with his upright belt 
sander, round over all the edges and finish 
sand it to absolute perfection by hand—all 
in about an hour. Then he handed me the 
other blank. “now, you.” This all happened 
on my first day, before lunch. it took me less 
than four minutes to mess up the blank. 

But as the weeks went on, i got better 
and better. i learned how to sequence a 
job, how to choose the best wood for each 
part, how to cut and mill and shape, how to 

craft all sorts of joinery to precision, how 
to sand properly (an art in itself), how to 
assemble all the pieces and how to apply a 
beautiful finish. in just a few months i was 
doing it all.
i messed up many times along the way. 
Michael was patient with my mistakes and 
do-overs, while at the same time absolutely 
insistent that the end results be nothing short 
of perfect. He never made me feel dumb, but 
neither did he let me get away with work that 
didn’t meet his standards. i got good, and i 
got good very quickly. 

Had i been working alone, it would 
have taken years to reach the level of skill i 
reached with Michael after only a few weeks. 
it was thrilling to watch my skills grow, 
especially after months of struggling by 
myself. i’m still not as good as Michael and 
i probably never will be. in fact, i’m happy 
to report that i’m still  learning from him, 
because i eventually 
moved to Wimberly 
and built my house 
and shop only 15 
minutes away. now, 
whenever i get stuck, 
Michael’s right there 
to help. and he 
always does—which 
brings up another 
point.

a uniQue ReLaTiOnsHip
a mentor/apprentice relationship can 

be rich and enduring. introverts like me 
are attracted to woodworking by roman-
tic visions of working alone, quietly, in 
one’s own shop. in my mind, when i first 
started, this was where i was always headed. 
apprenticing with Michael was simply a 
step to getting there. and in some ways, i 
suppose, that’s how it’s worked out. 

What i didn’t realize then was that even 
after my time with Michael was over, i’d 
never really be done. almost every move i 
make in my shop today is a move i learned 
from him more than 13 years ago. That 
means that the time i spent as Michael’s 
apprentice is never very far from my mind. 
and this is my favorite thing about it. even 
when i’m working alone in the shop, i never 
feel alone. Michael’s always right there, in my 

How did you get started 
making furniture for 
a living?” is by far the 

most common question that 
people ask me. if it happens 
at a party and has the flavor of 
small talk, i assume they mean, 
“What made you want to do 
this in the first place?” so i tell 
them the long story about how 
i was 24 and finishing up semi-
nary in austin, Texas, when i 
realized that ministry was not 
what i wanted to do, which led 
me to look for something else, 
something tangible and hon-
est, and how i was watching a 
woodworking show on TV one 
day and a light went off and i 
realized i’d found it.

But if it happens in an email 
or a phone call or a visit from 
a stranger who’s standing at 
vocational crossroads, some-
one who already has the wood-
working bug, then i assume 
they mean, “What steps did 
you take to get to where you 
are now?” and my answer is much simpler: 
apprenticeship.

There are lots of ways to learn to do some-
thing new. One is to read relevant books and 
magazines and view websites and videos and 
then try it on your own. another is to find 
a school to attend a few hours a week and 
learn the basic techniques and tools. But the 
best way, as i’ve learned from experience, is 
an apprenticeship. The experience of work-
ing with someone who has mastered the 
craft and learning by watching and helping, 
all day every day is irreplaceable.

HaRD KnOCKs
i started woodworking twenty years ago 
with zero skills and no experience. none. 
The internet was in its infancy, so my first 
step was toward the discount bookstore. i 

bought stacks of old magazines and books 
and set up shop with a friend in his garage. 
i learned the names of the tools from the 
pictures and became somewhat familiar 
with the basic techniques. But i ended up 
more confused than anything, because 
every writer seemed to have a different way 
of doing even the most basic things. The 
articles were often hard to understand and 
there was no way to ask questions, apart 
from making long distance calls to the 
authors (which i did a few times).

i signed up for a beginning woodwork-
ing class at the community college, hoping 
for someone to show me “the right way to 
do it.” The shop was set up well and the 
instructor was knowledgeable and kind. 
My skills did improve, but not enough to 
make much of a difference. i was one of 20 

students, and i only had access to 
the school’s shop a few hours a 
week. The rest of my woodwork-
ing time was still spent alone, or 
with my equally green friend, 
using old worn-out  tools (nei-
ther of us had much money) to 
make bad furniture.

i knew it was bad. i knew 
i needed help to improve my 
skills, my understanding of the 
business—and my morale. There 
was a gallery in downtown aus-
tin where some local woodwork-
ers had consigned pieces. i went 
there to get names and addresses.

One guy was just a few blocks 
away from the gallery, another 
was a couple miles south, and 
two others were way out in Wim-
berley, a 45-minute drive. i took 
down info for the two local guys, 
but didn’t bother with the others, 
except to sign my name in their 
guestbooks and write “i’d like to 
learn more about how to become 
a woodworker” next to it.

The first woodworker i visited wasn’t 
interested in talking, which i sorta under-
stand. But he was rather rude about it and 
my feelings got hurt—but not enough to 
discourage me from visiting the next guy. 

When i walked into his shop, he was work-
ing with one of his employees on a beautiful 
little walnut coffee table. He saw me, stopped 
and shook my hand as i told him why i was 
there. i hadn’t called ahead, which i know 
now isn’t a good idea. still, he led me into his 
office and gave me more than an hour of his 
time, along with several words of wisdom, 
many of which i haven’t forgotten.  

“you need to start out doing what you 
want to end up doing,” he said. “if you start 
making yellow-pine porch swings just for 
the money, you’ll be making them the rest 
of your life. Make the art you want to make e
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Working as apprentice and mentor, Mark (at left) and Michael assemble a headboard in 1997. 

by mark love

Richly Rewarding
RefLeCTiOns On appRenTiCesHip.

MICHAEL COLCA, Japanese Style Bed

(1997); cherry, walnut; 48" x 68" x 86". Mark Love 

assisted with building this piece as Colca’s apprentice. 
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mind, encouraging, correcting and helping.
But even better, as i mentioned, he’s liter-

ally right there, just a few miles or a phone 
call away. since i set out on my own years 
ago i doubt two weeks have gone by when 
i haven’t called Michael and asked for his 
advice. and unless he’s pretending, he likes 
it when i do.

We both show photos of the pieces we 
built as mentor and apprentice on our web-
sites (although we use different names for 
them) and just this summer we began to 
collaborate on projects as peers, which is a 
fantastic feeling.

Michael and i are very close friends now, 
in ways that reach far beyond woodwork-
ing. Our families spend lots of time talking 
about life and politics and faith and love 
and death, telling stories and drinking beer, 
playing cards and laughing well into the 
wee hours. every piece of furniture i make 
is marked by and infused with my relation-
ship with Michael. i never expected that 
to happen, but now i wouldn’t have it any 
other way.

MenTORing Has BenefiTs
established woodworkers often tell me 

they don’t have the time or patience for an 
apprentice, or that they don’t want to take 

the risk. i get that, and i’ve said those things 
myself. But consider what an apprentice 
offers: free (or very inexpensive) labor 
and a pair of hands to do the menial tasks 
you’ve grown very tired of doing.

But there are other far more important 
benefits. an apprentice can inject new 
energy and clarity into your work life, per-
haps something that you sorely need. Men-
toring an apprentice requires going back  to 
revisit the fundamentals, to re-examine the 
way you work and why, to focus on things 
you might not have thought about in years. 
When you have to explain what you do 
to another person, you begin to see and 
understand it better yourself.

Last year, i took on a part-time apprentice 
of my own. Todd shadowed me for awhile, 
watching and asking questions about every 
move i made. He’s smart, he’s aware, and 
his questions made me think in new ways. 
and that has resulted in some very good 
changes to how i do things. He’s given me a 
new perspective, and i’ve become better at 
what i do by working with him.

But even more importantly, and from the 
widest perspective, taking on an appren-
tice lets us pass on all that we’ve learned so 
that it doesn’t simply die with us. Maybe 
that sounds morbid, but think about all the 

hours and years we’ve put into making our-
selves the woodworkers we are today. Men-
toring an apprentice is our chance to hand 
all of this over to the next generation, to pro-
tect it from being altogether lost. 

i’m only 44, so i expect that my last piece 
of furniture is still a decade or two away. 
But i’m already having anxious thoughts, 
stirrings, about the impending mortality of 
my woodworking, of all the knowledge and 
skills i’ve worked so hard to gather. so pass-
ing on these things to Todd, to my children 
and to whoever else may come, makes me 
breathe just a little easier. and it’s also just a 
heck of a lot of fun.

nOT aLL ROses
Of course, there are some hard realities to 

recognize and challenges to consider in order 
to make an apprenticeship pleasant and pro-
ductive for both parties. for example, being 
an apprentice requires humility. One will 
almost surely have to make some mental/
emotional adjustments in order to submit to 
the role. When i started with Michael i had 
to unlearn and relearn some things—which 
was disorienting. and for the first several 
months, at the end of every step i had to 
show him my work for approval, endure his 
critique, and then make corrections. This 

Above Right: MICHAEL COLCA,  Craftsman Table 

(1998); white oak;30" x 54" dia. (extends to 90"). Mark Love assisted 

with building this piece while working 

as Colca’s apprentice.

At Right: MICHAEL COLCA,  Arts & Crafts Extension 

Table (2000); cherry, walnut; 30" x 54" x 96"(extends to 

144"). Mark Love designed and built this piece while 

working as Colca’s apprentice.

can be very difficult, even for someone with 
only a basic amount of pride. Michael was 
always nice about it, but my feelings got hurt 
once or twice—or 400 times. But that’s how 
this works, and an apprentice must be pre-
pared for it.

also, there’s the matter of status. even 
years after working with Michael, even 
when i was designing some of the pieces we 
built together, the outside world still saw me 
as the apprentice. This, too, can be hard on 
one’s pride. i remember deliveries the most. 
Having spent weeks sweating and fretting 
over a piece of furniture, caring for it like 
it was my own child, even dreaming about 
it at night, we would finally bring it into its 
home and the customer would fawn all over 
Michael and all but ignore me, because i was 
only the apprentice. and that sucked.

and inevitably, at some point, an appren-
ticeship becomes limiting. at first, every-
thing is new and challenging and you can’t 
imagine ever soaking it all in, ever getting on 
top of it. But eventually an apprentice gets 
good and maybe even gets bored, because 
the projects and techniques start to get repet-
itive. Most professional shops rely on repeti-
tion and sameness because it’s often the only 
way to make money. and while this makes 
perfect economic sense, while building my 
85th or so Medina dining chair, i realized i 
was no longer learning anything new.

When that realization hits, an apprentice 
needs to think about what’s next. Like child-
hood, an apprenticeship isn’t intended to 
last forever. eventually a child grows up and 
leaves home. That’s the whole point. But it 
can be tough to know exactly when it’s time 
to go, and even tougher to pull that plug.

The mentor, on the other hand, must be 
realistic about and prepared for the chal-
lenges an apprentice might bring: a novice 
could damage a machine, for example, or a 
piece of work, or suffer a serious injury. 

an apprenticeship also has the potential 
to be emotionally difficult for the mentor. 
What if it turns out the apprentice you’ve 
hired just doesn’t have the talent? What if 
an apprentice lacks the proper attitude and 
work ethic? Or what if they’re just difficult to 
work with? Then what?  

Most woodworkers i know don’t inten-
tionally hurt people’s feelings. That’s great, 
of course, but it can also make it hard to look 
an apprentice in the eye and tell them they’ll 
have to leave because it’s just not working 
out. i was lucky that Michael never had to 

have that talk with me. But during the time i 
was there ,he did have that talk with a couple 
of others, and it was always tough. 

RiCH ReWaRDs
There are no guarantees in anything—

that’s for sure. But based on my own experi-
ences, as well as those of other woodworkers 
i know, i strongly believe that both appren-
ticing and mentoring are both worthwhile 
endeavors. When the relationship is mutu-
ally beneficial—which it usually is—the 
experience can be remarkable. 

if you’re a beginner, my advice is to seek  
an apprenticeship. ask around. Don’t wait 
for an opening to be posted, see if you can 
create one with a conversation. Woodwork-
ers are often so focused on whatever proj-

ect is at hand, they’re simply blind to possi-
bilities that could be enormously beneficial.  

if the first woodworker declines, move on 
to the next, and the next. eventually you’ll 
find an opportunity, and when you do, the 
chances are it will be one of the best experi-
ences of your life. 

if you’re a professional, consider taking on 
an apprentice. it might not make immedi-
ate sense with regards to the numbers, but 
there’s far more to this calling. you know 
that to be true, or you’d have quit and done 
something else years ago. an apprentice 
brings potential for a whole new dimension 
of enjoyment and meaning to our lives as 
woodworkers. Don’t pass an opportunity 
that could be so richly rewarding.

Love (at right) now serves as a mentor to Todd Perea, his apprentice.

MARK LOVE, Bistro Table and Chairs (2013); cherry, walnut; Table: 42" x 44" x 42" (32-1/2" with 

leaves down); Chair: 42" x 20" x 19". Todd Perea assisted with building these pieces while working as 

Love’s apprentice.
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Above Left: MICHAEL COLCA,  

Japanese Style Sideboard (1997); 

cherry, walnut; 34" x 65" x 17". Mark Love designed and built this piece while 

working as Colca’s apprentice.




