
Jack North

Carpenters are said to ‘work with their hands’. 
I disagree. Accountants, magicians, and politi-
cians work with their hands. Carpenters and 
wood workers work with their minds and, at 
times, hearts. I do what I do and build what I 
build because I am a tactician. I play chess with 
wood. Not as my opponent - but as a mentor. 
But like chess there are rules. If I build a bench 
then that bench needs to support people sitting 
on it. A house must be habitable. But also like 
chess - every game and design is different. 

I love sawdust. I wake up in the morning hop-
ing that a UFO dumped its interstellar firewood 
on my workbench. I live by the “3, 2, 1” rule of 
carpentry. “Plan, plan, plan! Measure, measure! 
...cut”. But I live with a different set of rules 
for woodworking. Re-purposed wood must be 
listened to. There are moments when I hear .. 
“ just go for it, man!” But then there’s also paus-
es of contemplation that sometimes last for a 
day at a time. 

“He who works with his hands is a laborer. 
He who works with his hands and  

his head is a craftsman. 
He who works with his hands and  
his head and his heart is an artist.”

-St. Francis of Assisi



Boat Bench: This built-in window seat feels like it belongs to the 
house and was created with re-purposed scrap wood from the art 
studio renovation, bed frame slats, closet door panels, and a door 
frame. 

The Green Room: This bathroom was restored to resemble a boat 
using wood paneling and natural materials.  Again I used pallets 
for the light fixtures and shelves.

Japanese Sauna Shower:  Sauna bench is built with re-purposed 
scrap posts.  The shower is painted with boat lack and surfaced 
with tongue and groove planks.  The floor is laid with red and dark 
lava stones . 



Japanese Tea Bench:  I created this piece using re-purposed: scrap wood from a dilapidated bed 
frame and other bits of scrap wood from the pile. I intentionally left a part of the object unfinished 
to reveal its history.



Jack North traveled half way around the world before discovering that his interest in carpentry and 
design was a family tradition. After beginning his first woodworking project at Michelle Bird’s 
art studio/home in Iceland, he called home to tell his family in New York how much he enjoyed 
the building process. They were not surprised. Jack’s father, he learned, had been a journeyman 
carpenter. And his ancestors in Norway had been shipwrights and woodworkers for generations. 
His first building project as a workaway volunteer in Borgarnes, West Iceland was building a four-
meter window bench entirely from repurposed materials—two derelict closet doors, wooden bed 
slats, and the remnants of an ugly laminate book shelf. With limited tools and even less experi-
ence, Jack built a window bench that pays homage to those repurposed materials. “Work with 
recycled materials is more about studying the pieces you have and what needs to happen to them,” 
he said, “instead of studying what you need to build.” By letting the materials direct him, he built 
something sturdy, practical, and surprisingly beautiful. 

“Jack is like a sponge.” said his workaway host Michelle Bird. “He has this incredible capacity to 
take in a lot of ideas and immediately put them into action.” She was so impressed with Jack’s 
work that she assigned him a second, bigger project—a backyard guesthouse. His four-day stay 
in Borgarnes lasted three months. Using online resources and his own ingenuity he made a coffee 
table with the scraps from his other projects.  Together in a team he constructed a small cottage, 
designed the interior woodwork, and collaborated on a new set of stairs. “I’ve learned more in two 
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or three months here than I probably could as a carpentry apprentice.” He said with a smile.

Though Jack identifies as a New Yorker, he was born almost 8,000 miles away on the island of 
Guam. The first four years of his life were on a boat, explaining his lifelong affinity for the sea. 
Growing up on a tiny boat on a tiny island as one of the few white people taught Jack a lot from 
an early age. “It taught me to live small,” he said. “I got picked on in school but outside of that, 
everything was just so relaxed. It was simple.” 

While Jack’s father loved the pace of island life, Jack craved more energy. Although much of his 
childhood was in Guam and other rural areas—the mountains of Colorado, a Navajo reservation 
in Arizona—he felt always drawn of the city. “I spent a lot of time visiting family in New York 
and I just fell in love with it.” After turning eighteen, Jack decided to cross the USA in search of 
new experiences and that feeling of connection which he felt with NYC. Using Amtrak trains 
and busses, he zigzagged across the country visiting the Gulf Coast, the deserts, and many great 
American cities. After his travels ended, he knew he wanted to move to New York City. 



So he did move to NYC, with his guitar. Jack had been writing and singing his own songs for years 
and decided that he finally wanted to share with audiences. Ten years passed for Jack in New York 
City without ever finding a group of musicians with the right chemistry. But in the meantime, he 
worked whatever jobs he could find: “I delivered dry cleaning. Did street promotions. Worked in 
catering. Those were the big ones. Then bartending. I enjoyed bartending. I still do. I took to it very 
well. There’s a craft there. I could really craft a drink. And I could do like eight things at the same 
time. It brought good awareness skills out of me. And I loved listening to people’s stories.”

The elements of craft and attention to detail that he enjoyed as a bartender now serve him as he 
studies carpentry and woodworking. But for him, woodworking isn’t just another day job. It’s his 
new music. “Now that I don’t see myself as a musician who is just working to get by, I think that 
I can just try whatever I want.” He said. “And I want to be covered in sawdust.”


