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Readers who went on the most 
recent Land Revival Tour in 
autumn 2019, or those who 

read Donald McPhillimy’s report 
on it (issue 62, page 27), will have 
come across the woodworker with the 
excellent environmental credentials, 
Steve McLean. In fact you may be 
more directly familiar with him than 
I am, since my visit has had, perforce, 
to be virtual and my talk with him 
only on the phone. However, Steve 
documents himself well, so there has 
been plenty for me to think about 
and enjoy and a wonderful gallery of 
photographs to peruse.

Steve runs a design and build 
woodwork business in Fintry, Stirling. 
He is self-educated in wood, as his 
degree (when he got round to doing 
one) was in civil engineering. That 
training in precision has given him 
a very sound grounding in design 
principles and enabled him to 
learn to use computer-aided design 
programmes with relative ease. It also 
ensures that his furniture is finely 
tuned and fully functional: you will 
not find sticking drawers or jamming 
doors. But there is much more to his 
work than that, as Steve has a good 
eye for proportion and a wonderful 
mastery of sinuous curves.

Kitchens are probably Steve’s bread 
and butter. Each one takes him 
several months to complete from 
the first design discussions with his 
clients to the finished, working set of 
furniture. I use that word deliberately, 
as ‘kitchen units’ would not do justice 
to his creations. Proper dressers 
and freestanding pieces, with work 
surfaces and lots of storage, figure 
large. Some of the most beautiful of 

them have magnificently executed 
bow fronts, a feature perfected by 
eighteenth century cabinet makers 
but seldom copied since, because they 
are challenging to do well. Most of 
these are quite large and grand but 
Steve works equally well on a smaller 
scale. He can give a tight corner in 
a small kitchen a compelling set of 
curves that seem to swell effortlessly 
from deep recess to broad worktop. 
The finesse disguises the real 
commitment needed to make them so 
smooth and harmonious.

Steve plays with waney edges but is 
not a slave to them. He has developed 
an interesting new form of panel 
that consists of a smooth, pale plank 
overlaid by a darker waney board. 
It enables him to make something 
that is formal in overall shape but 
playful and informal in detail. This 
looks particularly good on a tall 
cupboard but could be applied to 
doors on anything. It shows off grain 
delightfully.

Boundless creativity 
You can read Steve’s blog on his 
website to learn the full story of how 
he has come to be a self-employed 
lone worker but here is a thumbnail 
sketch of that twenty-odd year 
process. He started in a small spare 
room in a terraced house in Alloa, 
by making a rocking horse (which 
he has still to complete) for his three 
small children. It was only after that 
he went to Strathclyde University 
and gained his engineering degree. In 
his spare time he built furniture for 
the family’s newly acquired house in 
Fintry and it was that which got him 
his first commission for a kitchen. 

Helped by an old friend, Jimmy 
Waddell, who had sound business 
experience, Steve soon moved from 
his garage to a workshop in an old 
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Steve McLean: 
Dovetail Scotland
Steve McLean’s functional furniture is 
meticulously crafted and made for spaces large 
and small, as Fi Martynoga reports.

Left, top to bottom: Arts and Crafts drawers with 
dove; Curved beech kitchen; Arts and Crafts kitchen 
larder with stained glass. Photos: Steve McLean.
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stable building near Stirling. From 
then on, in his own words, he “…
moved to larger premises on the 
same site, set up a sawmill and a 
kiln, built dozens of kitchens and 
pieces of furniture, registered for 
VAT, deregistered, employed three 
people at different times and let them 
go, created the Glengoyne Distillery 
tasting room furniture, became a 
member of ASHS, the SFMA, SEDA, 
the Carpenters’ Fellowship, built 
oak frames, produced two major 
monuments for the SAS and 
the Forth Road Bridge, as well 
as hundreds of signs, and… 
had a son to complement four 
daughters.” I quote this very 
long sentence verbatim as it 
encapsulates the energy and 
most varied competence of 
this man. The Glengoyne 
Distillery tasting room 
is worth a visit as the 
magisterial display cabinet has to be 
seen!

Steve is currently working on a 
kitchen that nods at Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh and the Arts and Crafts 
movement for inspiration. The 
piece will incorporate some small 
stained glass panels in the way that 
the Scottish master enjoyed but 
will by no means be pastiche. Steve 
has always avoided too much direct 
design influence, so what he produces 
is all wholly original and this kitchen 
will be no exception.

Circular economy 
Dovetail Scotland is a member of 
the Scottish Working Woods label, 
guaranteeing products to be at least 
98 per cent of Scottish origin. Not 
content with just making good use of 
local wood, often procured from Jim 
Birley at Scottish Wood, Steve has 
gone on to buy a 16-acre ancient oak 
wood near to Fintry. The family sold 
up their house, bought a 

caravan to live 
in and a former portacabin that had 
been a GP’s surgery as a workshop, 
and moved on site. There is an on-
going fight to find the time and get 
the appropriate permissions to build 
a proper house there. But, as you 
might expect, both the surgery and 
the caravan have been completely 
rejuvenated, insulated and clad in 
attractive wood. The land holding 
has been extended with an additional 
purchase of farmland and the family, 
with help from Eamonn Wall and 
his team, have planted more than 
24,000 trees for a future hardwood 
supply. Now they are learning about 

arboriculture as they take on the careful 
early pruning that timber trees require if 
they are to grow straight and knot-free.

Much of this has been facilitated 
by Steve’s engineering skills. He 
designed, dug out, and surfaced all 
the roads needed to get access to 
the wood, while at the same time 
improving site drainage. He installed 
a generator and set up solar panels 
and a small wind turbine so that the 

whole enterprise is entirely off-grid. 
A whole array of meaty batteries, 
the type used in fork-lift trucks, 
back up the renewables so the 

generator is seldom used 
in the summer. Eco-
cabins are planned, with 
permission gained for the 

first one and for a solar-
powered kiln. In the future 

some of the family may have their 
own cabins on the site. I asked him 
about this and he said, “They are all 
on board, including my long-suffering 
wife, Jacqui.” Rebecca, an artist and 
illustrator runs the onsite gallery 
and showroom, while Stephanie, a 
graphic designer, who is responsible 
for designing the ASHS journal, 
The Full Circle, creates any flyers and 
leaflets required. Hannah also helps 
Dovetail’s publicity, with Instagram posts 
which increase traffic on the company’s 
comprehensive website.  

In addition to all this, Steve now 
has bee-hives that are producing 
quantities of honey and an 
orchard that is about to come into 
production, with a wildflower 
meadow planned for early 2021. 
Knowing how much effort it takes me 
to hold together my one acre, much 
less diverse, plot, I am bowled over. 
This man clearly has superhuman 
energy. His more modest claim is, 
“It starts with determination; add 
stamina, a small helping of courage, a 
strong supportive family, some good 
friends, hard work, and you are well 
on the way.”

Do visit his website, read his blog and 
look out for the pieces of his work 
that are on public view. 

dovetailscotland.com

Fi Martynoga is a writer and 
environmental campaigner based in the 
Scottish Borders.
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Above, top to bottom: Island unit drawing; Bow 
fronted elm island unit. Images: Steve McLean.


