Nail Pulling
You may consider this somewhat of a misfit when most of this forum is intended for
router uses. Here’s the situation:
Australia’s woodworking forum (http://www.woodworkforums.com/) has a competition
every year. In that competition, you are required to find a pallet, disassemble it and use the
components for a project of your choosing. Points are awarded for the worst pallet/best
product combination and a variety of other “awards.” That said, I started upon collecting
pallets but usually ended up destroying them beyond use trying to get the nails out. In a dozen
pallets, I have 1 board sort of usable. Sooooo, I embarked upon learning how to remove nails.
To remove a “nail” you have to appreciate what it is, and how it works. In the early
days, pallets were assembled by a guy with a hammer and some nails. When pneumatic
hammers were invented, the world of pallet making changed forever, and so did the world of
removing those nails.
Nails come in two types, coated or mechanical. Coated nails have an epoxy or other
adhesive coating on the nail. This coating is heated by the friction of the nail being driven into
a board. When it cools it becomes part of the wood and very hard to remove.
The other type is mechanical. There are a variety of methods, some are called “ring
shank” and have rings around the shank of the nail. Other’s have little barbs that stick out of
the shank of the nail. There must be others that I haven’t seen, yet. You have to overcome
those “barbs and rings” to remove the nail. Oomph is the only method.
Then, there’s staples. They can be 2½+" long and when they’re driven into hardwood
they go all over the place. They lock in so tight, not even expansion of the wood can work them
loose. You usually end up breaking off the staple and trying to remove them with end cutters.
Once you get them started, they’re not bad but it could take one full handful of hair to get
them started.
My first recommendation is to
make yourself a collection of wedges.
Two part wedges, three part opposed
wedges, any type of wedge that can
help break that glue bond or the hold
of the hook on mechanical fasteners
and that most defiant of fasteners, the
staple. You may have to custom make
them as per your current requirements.
Don’t smooth them off. Keep them
rough. You’ll need that extra grip for
those really stubborn skids. Make
several types. Some with steep angles
and others with shallow angles. Keep a
4 lb. maul handy for persuasion.
There’s only one way you’re
going to get that glue to release, shock! You’ve got to hit it with so much pressure that the
bond between the glue and the nail is broken. Note I didn’t say between the glue and the wood.
That will probably never happen. I’ve thought about radio waves etc. but I’ve not been able to

find a radio wave heater, yet. In order to break that bond, you’ve got to put pressure as close as
possible to the joint. That’s where the three-part opposing wedge comes into play.
This is a “cat’s paw.” It should be
considered the first level of defence in the nail
pulling arts. When used in conjunction with a
good standard 16 oz. hammer, it is an
effective tool. Short lever to the fulcrum is
required. Make sure you’ve got a good strong
piece of black iron pipe to improve leverage. Get one that’s got a good warranty and don’t tell
them what you’re doing. These can get somewhat mangled. Garage sale specials — maximum
$1- ea.
This is “the Extractor Extracting
Pliers.” This is the “power steering” of the
nail removal world. If you can grip the head of
a nail solidly between the jaws, you can
usually pull the nail. For stubborn nails and
weak workers, use a pipe to increase the
leverage on the nail. For more information,
this is the url to their site: http://www.nailextractor.com/index.html and they have some
interesting information. Better chance of getting struck by lightening than finding these in
garage sales.
These are end cutters.
These particular ones are by
Channel Lock. They are used to
grip a nail and lever it out of the
wood. They are widely used either
in the middle or on the edges of the
“jaws.” I usually have better luck
with the edges. I can get better leverage pulling sideways than I can pulling lengthways.
Whatever you find that works, go for it. These are really handy and often used for small
finishing nails that are a real pain when you scrape your hands over the wood and they’re just
sitting slightly above the surface of the wood.
This is a pair of diagonal cutting
pliers. This one has the “cutting” edges at an
angle
from the axis of the fulcrum. This will allow
you to lever up any nail that you can grip.
The disadvantage is that you can’t put
enough leverage on the handle for really
tough nails. Works well with small finishing
nails though.

These are needle nose/long nose
pliers. Use them for really tiny pin type
nails that are easily removed if you can
grasp them. Staples too. However, note
that the tip of the jaw will bend under
pressure.

A sharpened slot style screw driver
and/or a ¼" chisel are indispensable in
nail removal. This is the common spade or
digging tool of nail removal. You try to dig
a path to the nail head so that “the
extractor” above, can easily grasp the nail
head. The screwdriver is also used to remove staples. An alternative is an old metal file ground
to a sharp edge and something wrapped around the opposite end as a handle.
Now, this one is a bit weird. Find yourself a few pieces of steel tube, from ¼" to ½"
inside diameter, each about 8" to 12" long. Here's the procedure. If you have a nail that is
slightly countersunk, fit the tube over the nailhead and give the tube a good whack with a
hammer. The objective is to recess the wood around the nail head. Lever up the nail using a
bird’s mouth nail puller or the diagonal cutting pliers above. You can kitbash one together
with a few short chunks of #3/#4 (d-½”) rebar, one end ground flat with ¼" deep hole drilled
into the flat end. Grind the edge back to the hole to give you a sort of cutting edge. Hole size
should correspond to the nails heads you’re trying to expose. This is sort of the outside half of
a nail punch. This is the finesse version of the sharpened screw driver (or chisel,) above.
This is a nail set, not a nail punch. A
nail punch is a sleeve that fits over a nail and a
plunger inside the sleeve that is struck by a
hammer drives the nail into the wood reducing
the possibility of bending the nail or causing a
blemish in the wood should you miss. The nail
set (this one) is used to drive the nails out of
the wood when you can see both ends of the nail. This is the “reversing” tool for a hammer.
http://www.contractortalk.com/f13/best-nail-punch-40295/#post447962
Nail sets come in a variety of lengths and diameters. I would recommend a “good”
selection. An alternative is to grind the sharp ends off of ramset fasteners. My father had a 6"
bolt with a threaded sleeve on the end of it with a ramset fastener screwed into the end. Keep
the nail puller set separate from the nail set set. The nail puller function is very hard on nail
sets and can really bung up the edges of the nail set.

Of all of the tools I use for nail removal, this
is the one that is indispensable: http://wizdist.com/.
There are several versions of this but get only the full
sized one like the ones the airport security people
use. This one will find nail fragments buried under
the surface of wood. The other’s seem to have less
penetrating power. The price is the same as the first
saw blade you ruin on a nail, not to mention your
safety. Please note the Achilles heal of the lumber
wizard is temperature. If it gets cold (below 42EF),
its busted. Always keep it in a warm place. This is in
bold red letters on their web site.
When ever you find nails to be removed,
eventually, you’ll also have to remove screws. There
is no replacement for an impact driver. This is not a
hammer drill. A hammer drill hits the end of the
fastener along it’s long axis. An impact driver creates
a torque action many times more than you can exert
with a screw driver. This helps keep the head of the
screw from distorting and caming out the screw
driver bit. Also, the impact driver allows you to exert
a lot of pressure on the end of the fastener to ensure
the bit doesn’t tear out the screw head. Note, if you
break the screw you’ll need a pair of vice grips. You’ll
have to dig to get to the broken screw with your
chisel, screw driver or sharpened worn out file.
These are
called locking pliers
now. I’ve got a collection of ‘vice grips’ that I inherited from
my father. Garage sale price is $1 a piece if they’re in really
good condition. Brand new, they used to cost $30 to $50 but
today they’re almost a commodity and run $10 a pair. You’re
looking for the ones with hardened teeth. Use them to grip
the broken screw and twist it out. Sometimes I use a pipe
wrench, adjustable wrench or channel lock pliers on the body
to help put some torque on the screw. Lock them on as tight
as you can close. Be prepared to use a pair of pliers to open
them.
I put all of my nail removal tools into one kit. If you’re into DIY you’ll find this kit
invaluable. I’ve got a large Tupperware canister that the kit fits into. This kit travels as a unit.
I’ve found that if I take just the cat’s paw I end up having to go back for the rest of the kit so I
bring it all at once. I have one “nice” hammer that I like the balance of. I won’t reserve it for
nail pulling but it is an integral part of nail pulling.

