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I HEALTH AND SAFETY 
- y- - 

. . 
'1.1 A - t. . .# 

I - 
I - .  - .  ' 

8 '  Notes on safety are found throughout this book. They are The carver's environment tends to be dry and contain 

gathered together here for reference, with no apology for inflammable wood chips, finishing agents, etc. Never 
' ' ' repetition. No claim is made for completeness, as full, or leave a naked flame unattended. No smoking is the 

X' . 
pxticular, circumstances cannot be accounted for. best advice. If you need to use a source of heat, first 

.. 
The best safeguard against accidents is mindfulness. It make sure it is safe. 

is lack of concentration and forethought that causes most -ii 
Bag up and remove dust and debris regularly, 

. accidents. For example, putting your hand on the edge of a =u 
especially any rags used for finishing. 

. projecting gouge: what actually caused the accident was - .X& 
not the gouge, but the attitude that placed it dangerously . Use and store solvents, glues, furpentine, spirit- and = 
in the first place. Lack of experience is also important. An oil-based stains, as well as all other finishes, in well- 
effort should be made to understand and familiarize yoyr- ventilated areas. Keep containers closed when not in . 3, 

I 
self with all tools and equipment before using them in use, and keep them away from children, heat and &, 

I earnest. naked flames. . . - -5! 
Safety lies in: Make sure that where you walk is free from the danger x: 

- being in control of sharp edges and comers, things to bump into and -7 . - wires to trip over. See that you can easfly and safely a?a 

I 8 - ' ,  
being aware of the dangers work around your bench, and that wood chips and 

I -  ' dust on the floor do not make it slippery. 
- .% 

I 8 '  = not being distracted z5zi 
Sharp tools left clamped in vices with their tangs or -33 

not being over-confident edges exposed, or projecting in the air over the bench, 
are dangerous. gaining experience. 

i '  
-. 3 Long hair, etc. should be tied back, and loose clothing %- 

GENERAL SAFETY PRECAUTIONS (cuffs and ties) and jewellery (necklaces and rings) W70( 
.. 1 

should be kept away from the moving parts of 
IN THE WORKSHOP +&& 

machines, and in general out of the sphere of activity. e J b  

I Stand at the entrance to the workplace with a 
ELECTRIC TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT I _ ~ j  notepad and challenge yourself to think of all the 

\ ways you could be hurt in the space in front of you, 4 
Always follow the manufacturer's instructions and 

I including the tools and equipment. recommendations. - Zoa 

Keep a fully stocked first aid box easily accessible. Familiarize yourself with any tool or piece of , ZW 
L 
I equipment before using it. 

Remember that there are even more possibilities for 
- - 

I XKm 
accidents when children and visitors enter the Safety guards, rests, etc. should be properly adjusted 

I - 
workplace. and used. ,' q 

8 * 
All electric wires should be installed, earthed and Keep hands and ihgers well clear of moving parts - 

1 - covered properly. remember that accidents happen quickly, sometimes r- .?& 
J 7 -  before you have noticed anything wrong. Never reach L-. 

, Store and arrange tools and equipment safely, securely b ' .  over or across machines. 
and conveniently. 

- 3s  

I .  

' I 
Double-check eve~ything, including the locking of ;sS 

. A fire alarm and extinguisher should always be chucks, the table, or any fence before starting the *do 
I 

installed. 
! I 

* 
! r l  

IL ' 



- HEALTH A N D  SAFETY 

Face or eye protection is always advisable. Grit and Take particular care when using the benchstrop, 
sparks are quite capable of penetrating the eyeball; especially on the forward stroke. 
chips of wood can fly off; and it is possible for a cutter 

Both hands should be on the cming tool, with the 
or burr to break. 

blade hand resting on the wood. The only exceptions 
Keep face masks and eye and ear protection easily to to this are during mallet work and whpn using specific 
hand - and put them on before using the equipment. one-handed carving techniques. 

FIX work securely before drilling, power-shaping, and If using one hand to hold the work and the other to 

SO on. manrpulate the ch~sel, use the thumb of the work- 

* Keep wiring from machines and electrical hand tools 

neatly out of the way, not trailing over the floor or 
work surfaces. 

Always sharpen, or change, a blade or cutter with the 

machine isolated - that is, with the plug pulled out. - Do not drip water from the cooling jar over motors, , 
electrical connections or plugs. 

Use a cutter or other accessories for a high-speed shaft 

at or below its maximum rated speed. Used above the 
speed for which it is designed, the cutter could fly 
apart, bend or otherwise be damaged. 

holding hand as a pivot or guide to control the cutting 
n e v e r  cut towards the work-holding hand. 

In vigorous mallet work, especially with very hard, 
brittle or old and dry woods, eye protection is advisable 

Never try to catch a falling caning tool. Carve in 

footwear strong enough to protect the feet from suck 
an event. 

When sanding, use a dust mask; never blow; and 

protect your eyes. 

There are two other conditions which can agect carvers, 
besides the obvious family of accidents: 

Never use a bent or damaged cutter or bun; or one 
that vibrates or chatters, in a high-speed flexible shaft HAND AND WRIST IlAMAGE 
- throw these away Never force or pressure these Hand and wrist damage caused by thumpmg tool handles 
accessories with the palm of the hand is mentioned in the section on 

TIONS FOR 

s occur in context in tk 

ays hold work securely to a stable bench or 

lis book 

using mallets (Volume 2, Chapter 1). The damage can be 
permanent, so it is sensible to avoid the risk by using a 
mallet instead. 

REPETITIVE S T M N  INJURY 

RSI is felt as a burning sensation in the wrist or elbow 
joints of those prone to it, possibly accompanied by redness 
and swelline. It is commonlv known as 'tennis elbow' or - - Do ilot lay carving tools down with their edges condylitis. The condition is caused by mechanical stress 

projecting, or close to where your hands are working. on a tendon attachment, especially through holding or 
repeating the same tense position of the joint for long - Keep your tools sharp and clean. Blunt tools require 
periods of time. Seek medical advice early; this is impor- 

more force - shalp ones are less dangerous. 
tant for reasons of health insurance. 

9 Keep both hands, and all fingers, behind the cutting It can be a slow condition to clear up, and may be 
edge at all times. incapacitating in the long term. On the other hand, there - . 

are forearm snaps which can remove strain from the elbow - Never cut, or exert pressure, towards any part ofthe 

body. 
and help full recovery. Do not imagine that the problem 
has gone, just because you have taken painkillers. Besides 

0 A tough glove is recommended when rasps are removing the strain from the joint, you will need to find 
being used. A fingerless glove will protect the heels new techniques of working which eliminate, or at least 
of the hands when working on wood with rough or reduce, strain. Fortunarely there is plenty of scope for this 
:harp edges. in woodcarving. 



FOREWORD TO THE 
FIRST EDITION 

I first met Chris Pye in 1974, shortly after I had approachability, and a genuine interest in his stu- 

moved from London to Sussex. In my newly acquired dents, talented and otherwise. For the amateur, who 

rural workshop, sited among blossoming apple trees, for one good reason or another has to go it alonej it 

we took stock of one another across a carving bench, can be conceded that with some ability, carving is 
and became friends. I was on the verge of possible not too onerous in the initial stage (after all, our 

retirement, while Chris was in the early stages of his palaeolithic ancestors did not do too badly carving 

career, but it has always seemed remarkable how a bone and ivory figurines). But major and minor prob- 

common interest in woodcarving can quickly bridge lems can soon arise, often leading to frustration and 

any age gap. despair. Setbacks tend to occur when the student, 
Although having an irrepressible sense of humour, naturally, wants to progress towards more ambitious 

he struck me as being a thoughtful and studious p$r- work. A p m  from the inevitable problems that stem 

son, an adept carver and with the ability to express from lack of technique, the most serious difficulties, I 
himself well on craft matters - a rare combination. have found, arise from trying to carve with blunt 

Since those days in the early 1970s he has taught tools, or even damaged ones. So it was a most wel- 
carving and developed into a designer-craftsman of come and splendid surprise when Chris.sent to me the 

some stature. This has been borne out by the creation outline of his book on carving tools, materials and a 
of a very successful carving and woodtuming business whole range of equipment that traditional and mod- 

in the south-west of England, which thrived despite em canrers require for their work. 

the recession. Even at the initial stage I was happily aware of 

As a woodcarving instructor myself, over the years a very closely researched and comprehensive source 
I have made a point of reading through many craft book, packed with information, and with sketches 
books and periodicals on the subject, but only at and photos galore. I believe that it is a most useful 
intervals did I find something of major interest that work, and can only anticipate that it will be widely 

I could pass on to students. There seemed to be a read, so increasing student potential, as well as 
certain lack of vital information published, and to obtaining for them the maximum enjoyment that a 
some degree it troubled me. truly great craft can offer. 

To be taught by a caring expert is the best possible 
way of learning a craft, and Chris Pye is foremost Gino Masero 
in this, being blessed with friendliness as well as December 1993 
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FOREWOR 
NEW EI 

e mtddle of the twentieth century the craft of 
arving m the Enghsh-speaking world had 
led, largely because the use of traditional oma- 

d the making of accurate figure sculpture had 
out of fashlon. It was contnued m a handful of 

s satlsfy~ng a limited market for architectural 
itute ornament, and n those involved in the 

tlon of cathedrals and other historic butldmgs. 
like Gtno Masero, who guided Chris Pye, and 

Wheeler, who taught me, were among the 
who were willing and able t o  pass on thetr skllls 

outs~ders. For the most part, woodcarving became 
e m  of the amateur and the folk carver. Most 

amateurs were self-taught, or were insmccted by 
If-taught. In many cases m thetr teaching and 

they passed on bad habits and were ignorant 
methods and standards of the earlter master 
In a book by one such, I once read that oak 
hard to carve; the writer thereby dtsm~ssed 
the woodcarvmg done in medleval Europe, 
p a t  work> of omamcnt md sculpture. 

ommended the use of sandpaper as a remedy 
ugh finlsh, even on carvings where the effect 
e to reduce the forms to lifelessness whtle 

tng nordinate tlme and effort. 
e &st encountenng the wrltlngs of Chris Pye 

carving and the carver's tools, I have valued 
petted h ~ s  ideas. Like me, he sets the greatest 

by the old and well-tned ways uslng hand tools, 

D TO THE 

but when some new development artses he is will~ng 
to employ it, provided it produces the desired result 
and saves time. 

We all know people who collect gadgets, every 
time hoping that the new acquisition will prove the 
carver's panacea, the one maglc tool that wlll effort- 
lessly tum them inm brtlliant carvers. In the real 
world t h ~ s  does not happen. There is no substitute for 
study through drawing and a sequence of planned 
exercises supervised by good teachers - tn other 

'words, for hard work. However, down the centuries 
carving tools have evolved, each new shape bemg a 
solution m a carver's problem. Mostly the carvers 
were aiming to save time, to produce clean work 
and to be able to carve more sophist~cat~d shapes. 
By now, the number and variety of tools and anc~llary 
equipment 1s so bewtldering that a book such as thts 
is tnvaluable both for the novice wondering what is 
needed to start and for the experienced carver wish- 
ing to extend his or her range. 

T h ~ s  new ediuon 1s an enlarged and up-to-date 
version of a book that has already become a most use- 
ful reference work. It is all-embracmng and accurate In 
its content, and full of intelligence and good sense. 
It may not be a magic gadget but, used intelligently, it 
will set you on the way to carving well. 

Dick Onians 
September 2001 
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INTRODUCTION 
he 1980s I wrote a set of handouts on carving There seems to be an assurnptlon that competence m 

and sharpen~ng for students m the adult educa- sharpening and handling tools grows naturally w ~ t h  
evening class whlch I was teachmg. I wrote them expenence of carving, but thls is far from the case 
1 m a  shortcoming I found in woodcm~ng books w ~ t h  the majority of beginners. Often they are only 

he time. Years later, I st111 felt students were mad- able to spend intermittent hours at then craft, and a 
aslc informat~on on tools and great deal of frustration - if not despair- arlses in stu- 
s why I enlarged these notes dents as a result of then inability to care for, sharpen 

ook form. I was very pleased to find that this and use their tools properly, and to work comfortably 
was well rece~ved and proved useful to many w ~ t h  their chosen material. This frustration affects 

rs, both beginners and those with more expen- the way they carve, as well as the final carvmg itself. 
ore years on, I have had a ' There are other consequences too, mcludmng the 

sh all t h ~ s  mater~al and greatly Increased use of sandpaper as an expedient 
lt up to date I feel that the majority of what I (rather than for its legitlmate use of abstractly bnng- 
remarns as true, pertment and valuable as mng out the gram). Then there IS the growth in sales 
, but there have been changes m some specific of pre-sharpened tools and the mcreased marketing of 

d~fferent sharpening stones and methods, and electrical sharpening systems, wh~ch, to be usedprop- 
e - which I have taken erly, still rely on experience. 

portunity to mclude in t h ~ s  new ed~tion. Some of the carvers who have learned from the 
itain at least) are mdi- type of books referred to above end up wntlng books 

Is carving in the11 leisure tlme, and most will themselves, and repeat a pattern that downgrades 
d mmimizes carvmg-tool skills, which are m 

books - the apprentice system fact an essent~al foundation for good 
long been unavailable. On carving. It is not that t h ~ s  kmd of 

ole, books about carvlng lnfomation cannot be wr~tten 
down, or that there is no 

~nformat~on to be had. If 
tools ~n a rather the scanty bits about 

tory way, as a carving tools, equlp- 
ment and sharpenmg 
- m hooks, magazines 

carvmg some- and manufacturers' 
leaflets - are added 
up, there seems to be 

were m use at d u s  nme; 

this m itselfgwes the deslgn 7 

1 



WOQDCARVINF TOOLS, 

p@av rp f@a& -rhe< idamation is superhaial1 
fffeomPjBte dB&.outt due Em@has;is on basics, 
Sadem:. eont i~~~al lg  aepem wfth badly sharpened 
tools, .and awqfkustra&d with tb<k~work ai@ pr.tr-gr@g, 
fim~~&ougb&q%baue l@%'afk&ii ba&-. '+bere g 
swkietk$mg r j i j @ i i &  gtritt&eor.ap~cgach.dr 

This bu.~k $?img.affewt to des.ctlbt, :z,:~n~pkrely 
w-pas$ikle, what rools :am. equipme~rareava~kble to 
@E v i ~ d c ~ e r -  pa~iculac~Iy-th~~,~~speei'h~ to .eiq - ~?gerhes-wirk tbz S&~darnental skills ,of caring. for 
,&ern, sh'd~peniag, .. &q,. and using th6m. to 6. b&b 
itarrdmd,. Bx ; c ~ ~ ~ m a r i ~ g ,  on f&t, I :gm 
ae]njdt$te,d#g :a: fmd%ment@l Ruth. &out. ~ . o d -  
@%@qg$;&~~~s~aad,&a:@a~ipg @in$eparab.le- as 
' ~ s ~ p ~ r < l j . ~ l i ~ * & ~  hands asdmind.. 

ihe;$e:, ~ ~ teshniques :md .qpmticha to_ :sharpening 
wimdcwving tmls   rep re sen^ a ,long, tr.adirio0, hut 
have b,eea. around ,for a kng time ,mLy be~~mc rhciy 
wade= lf theg &d ncit, .tb.ey WOdd have bW dtdpPed 
lan,s ,aEOl m, do@: m, sew, tpiat hey cqmac be 
,&t~&x& buf I :fei:1 it 2s a: mistake to ,&~p them for 
m@ething-,&ess , ..- , , .  effm&- 

:l,have pxesented seve~d. sort.* .of inf~nna,Fi& in 
. , 

thesfi two v~1xrne.s~ some:pra&f@l ~h,f~$&&cl~~.,@$ 
d ~ i a k ;  ~hieh, fis. vitally and .i'mgg&~@1_8: ;~&1, ,  

3'cB -- ". .. . . es@eci&rf@& b~5g,M:m; @.me f .  d~matTqn 

'hwiq d s  have been &d 'e~xtemi.~ ufthe,egwwk 
k d ~ .  They hamnit dre ca~v,w.'s .visicp>&& &!q&ci 

which wiD be. IVing %it-far par&,vIar need, 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Each part stans with a set of 'aims' for that part. 

of my other books. My aim here is to present tudes and mental states which underlie what we do 
concrete information on how, when and are as important as the actions themselves, and it is 

oodcarving tools are used, on qualities of guidance on attitudes that I wish to put across, as 

d on how these factors relate, to enable much as technical, practical information. As a con- 

ne either to start or to improve their carving. skquence, I sincerely hope for nothing more than that 

more and more people are taking up wood- this book results in a more satisfying experience of 

- and for many of these being in a workshop, woodcarving for the reader - and ultimately, of 

ling any tools, is a new experience - I have course, more satisfying carvings. 

y \  hood are typical of this caruer. The hair is carved withfluidity, and falls like [iquid 







To show how to assess the quality of a carving tool in order to know 

exactly what is being bought 

To consider some recent innovations in carving tools 

To advise on the care of woodcarving tools 

To promote, through understanding, a degree of codidence in the 

use of woodcarving tools 

The wide variety of shapes found among woodcarving tools, and their 

By woodcarving tools I mean specifically the many different kinds of chisels and 
gouges which are designed expressly for woodcarving; other tools which are com- 
monly used by carvers are considered separately in Patt 111. The vast choice of 
chisels and gouges is often one of the first things to bewilder a newcomer to carv- 
ing - indeed, one manufacturer has the ability to make over 2,000 different shapes 
and sizes - and even this range is not complete. A degree of confusion may also 
arise in some woodcarvers who, although they have been carving for some time, 

started with a few randomly bought tools, and in beginners who have been given 
a boxed set of tools and are looking to expand their range. All of these people, and 
others, may be unsure as to whether the specific tools they need are available, or 
whether a particular tool might meet their requirements. Fortunately there is a sys- 
tem for finding what you need (Chapter 1). 

What  a woodcarving tool consists of, and how i t  'works' 

It is a cliche that, when someone joins the army, before they can even think of fir- 
ing their brand-new rifle, they are made to take it apart - then 'politely' asked to 

might at first appear; it establishes a deep familiarity with the weapon at an early 
stage, a confidence which may prove life-saving. The key points here are that if 

you have an intimate knowledge of the tools on which your skill is based, are thor- 
oughly familiar with them, unafraid of them, and even feel free to alter their shape 
if you want (see Volume 2, Chapter 3) - all this adds enormously to your confi- 
dence as a carver. ~ n d  through confidence comes competence (Chapters 2 and 3). 

1 



01, and knowing exactly what is 

1 when you see one, and just 
are some tools on the market 
There are others of excellent 

le attention, can be greatly ~mproved - 
in how they feel and how they work. There are also perfect tools whtch a 
I will almost venerate. We wlll look at factors whmch decide t h ~  (Chapter 4). 

the shapes of carving tools relate to their function 

only need one or two tools for a certan job, or you may need a small 
to start woodcarving seriously. You may be tempted by sets, special offen or 

what a particular tool can do will help 
nly those that you need, and so avoid end~ng up with tools that are rarely, , 

tions in woodcaming tools 

we craft and it is ltttle surprise that the creatlve peo- 
workmg, and new tools w ~ t h  which to do it. Many 
rlvare; others become more widely available. 
ed ~n tapping the carvrng market, and apply their 

to solvlng problems m new and marketable ways. We carvers benefit 
these sources of new cools but, when it comes to buymng any tool, tradl- 

modem, you need to know what it can do for you - how it can help your 
Only tune will sort out the apparently useful from the really useful 

care of woodcawing tools 

some carvmng tools whtch are well over 100 years old; they have the names 
ed on the handles. It is sobering to thlnk that you 

ally own a woodcarving tool - you only have custody and care of tt. 

ly it will pass bn to someone else who w~ll use it and, hopefully, also take 

on for lookmg after your woodcarvmg tools, they 
qulte an investment - of money and tlme - and are a major contr~butor 

e in the use of woodcarving tools 

d, along w ~ t h  those ln Part I1 on sharpenmng, 
and understanding for your woodcarving tools will be established whlch 

work and your enjoyment of carvmg - and 
full tlme, or just need one tool for a par- 

7 



I'ohelp sort. out. ihrawide variery of shapes tli51t ire 
found arni~il:: woo~lcarving tools, end dcscril,t: their I 

FINDING YOUR WAY 
AROUND 

If you had wanted a tool for carving wood before the 
Industria1 Revolution, yau would have needed a will- 
ing blacksm~th to make you one - and not lust any 
smith, bur a rnetalsm~th wirh the fairly specialized 
knowledge to make these unusual tonls. 

In the past, tools were far more preclous than rhey 
appear to us today, boih m terms of what they cost 
and their compararlve scarcity (Figs 1.1-1.3). Hav~ng 
gone to some trouble and expense tp have tools made, 
the~r  owners d ~ d  not cons~der them d~sposahle; they 
would be passed down from master to apprentice, or 
be kept d i n  a family. They were valued as a kev to 
eamtng a livtng in a way that 1s not easy for us to 
appreciate,. Combin~ng tools w ~ t h  a marketable skill, 
like carving, ensured a place m what was a harsh 
world; a d  profic~ency m a craft, even if tt would 
never make you wealthy, was very Important when 
there was little in the way of financial lifelmes. It is 

Fig 1.1 Ths expressive Tudor head m Abbey Dore 
Church, Herefordshire, shows the s~mpk, decuiere tool mark 
of a skzkd  work^^ m oak 



1.2 These small 
socketed chisels were found 
near Cardiff and are now 
in & National Museum of 
Wales. They took a skilled 
Bronze Age smith time and 
rouble to make 

understanding of what the more recently developed 
ones are for. This would probably be true of any 
carver from the 4,300 years since the date of one of 
the earliest surviving woodcarvings - the so-called 
Sheikh-eLBekd, an Egyptian carving in acacia wood 
dating from the Fifth Dynasty (Fig 1.4). The reason is 
that the carving and shaping of wood has always 
involved, and always will involve, overcoming the 
same fundamental problems inherent in the material. 
The tools used then would still be appropriate today. 

The proliferation of 
written information 

executed with a few simple tools recent phenomenon. 
Carvers of the past 

g to note that the term craft has its roots in would have been 
taught by true masters 

-me for general work A d  others for special 
ons. In this way an assorted collection of 

entually these tools would be passed on. Such tomb kept this woodcarwing 

would have thought they were entering a of a nobleman from 

cave, full of priceless treasures, if they could deteriorating, although it 

variety, consistency and ready availability of has split from shrinkage. 
Made about 2300 BCE, 





TYPES OF WOC 

humbering system, wh~ch will be descr~bed here, 
enable you tDrecognlze qulte easily 'what'swhat' 

the drverse range of carving took available - 

, as we shall see. Some h s  may add W e r  

e, a firm may 1st a longer 'workman's' or 'pro- 

tools for their hobby. 

m clusters, one nesttng within another, 
the range of shapes IS essentially the same as 

ish catalogues whece the skapes are spread 
rhe page. Many people fuld the spxead-out 

impartant tenn to introduce at this stage is the 
whlch refers to the curvature of a gouge when 

NUMERICAL 
DESCRIPTION 

pick up a carvmg tool, look for a number, 
sramped on the shank lust beyond the ham 
1.8 and 1.9). Associated w ~ t h  this number 
e manutacturer's name and/or logo, and 
he  place of mmufzcture as well. All 

such details on, as do those of repute 

qual~ty of atoal: i f the tool has no stamp 
e~ther it 1s ~nd~vidually hand-made or the 

not thlnk rt worth acknowledg~ng. 

ot numbered - and it 1s strll not unusual 
tools made before the num- 

was itroduced.) The number will also 
in the manufacturer's catalogue, and rt 1s 

IDCARVING TOOL 

worth having a few of these on file to compare sizes 
and shapes. Addresses of major manufacturers and 
suppliers can be found m the adverns~ng pages af 
magazines such as Woodcamng. 

T ~ I S  numbering system is essentially a shonhand 
description of a particular woodcarving tool: 

The appearance of any carving tool is a combination 
of three factors: 

the wdth of the blade; 

the shape ofthe blade in cross section; 

the shape of the blade along its length ( thk 

longitudinal section). 





NG TO THE SHEFFIELD LIST 

....+ 

L 1% ,174 ins * - 1 X 

Fig 1.7 This chart shows the cutting-edge profiles of carwing tools, 
drawn full aze Placing a gouge, for example, lzghtly over t h ~  appropmte 
curue wlll eve  you both its slze and number Tools UD to 2m (51mm) are 

also aumlable Thzs system hns been used m B n m n  for at bast 100 years; 
Connnental catnlogues tend to stuck the tool profiles, but I haue found I 
the layoutpresented here the most useful to work with 



WOODCARVING TOOLS. MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT - 

Fig 1.8 The shanks of a 
selecnon of modem tools, 
stamped wzth the names 
and logos of th makers, as 
well as a tool number 

mstead. (The var~ous names and shapes of cam 
tools wrll be looked at in greater detail when we co 
ro consider the parts of a woodcarvmg tool 
Chapter 2.) 

The range of suaighr gouges has equivalents 
shape and sue m the ranges of bent gouges. So, 
example, the curvature across the blade of a 
(13mm) no. 3 straight gouge should be exactly 
same as that of a %in no. 12 longbent gouge, a %in n 
24 shottbent, and a !41n no. 33 backbent gouge; t 
same profile wtll be ava~lable m fishtall and 0th 
forms as well (Fig 1-11). 

Fig 1.9 I f  zmporulnt details are marked on the ferrule or Note that where you mtght - according to th 
handle ~mtead, this ~nformanon may get lost rf the ha& - expect nos. 39-41 to be backbent gouges, t 
ever needs replacing numbers actually refer to parttng tools or V-tools. 

reason for this is that the deeper shapes of gouge 
It is the variation in these three elements that creates not work well as backbent tools, so are not usua 
the huge varlety of woodcarvrng tools. made In thls f o m  (These polnts are expla~ned mo 

The bmic numer~al  code concerns only two of fully m Chapter 5.) 
these factors: the cross sectron of the blade and the Bear m mind that you do mt need this list to 
shape along rrs length. The width is normally glven camrng - so do not worry about memorlzlng t 
separately rn rnches (or fract~ons of an Inch) or md- numbers at the outset. The marn use of the l~sti 
Itmetres (Fig 1.10). for reference: ~t has a practical application w 

A few manufacturers use higher numbers to desig- selecting and buylng camlng tools. 
nate more specialized tools, such as hhtads (a  ser~es There is often more rhan one name for a partlcu 
from 50 onwards m the ortginal llst), but nowadays style of carving tool, sometimes several. These 
these are often given a prefix number or letter w11l be noted in the text tn the appropriate places. 

14 



Fig 1.10 These tools dl 
speccfy the same Shefild 
Lnt number (01) and d~ffer 
only in the speaficanon of 
the d t h  



WOODCARVING TOOLS. MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

of manufacturers - if only forthe reason that ddferent Manufacturers don't change theu-specifications tead- 
makers have Afferent strengths and weaknesses - ily, and you will be m control of what you have, and 
some cross-maker reference rs needed. I suggest you what you may msh to buy. 
do what I do: When buying tools overthe counter, you will 6B-3 

it helpful to take ~mpressions of your exkung tools ca 
Choose one, actual-sized sweep illustrat~on as 

a plece of wood or card to use as a comparrson. 
your standard reference -the one in this book is 
ideal - and photocopy it. 

H~ghlzght the sweeps of your tools on t h ~ s  
reference chart; use one copy for stra~ght gouges, 

USING THE NUMBERING 
another for bent, and so on. SYSTEMS 
Send for catalogues from all the manufacturers. 

Us~ng these acetate photocopies as ouerlqs, you 
can compare the sweeps on your standard 
reference w ~ t h  those of other manufactmen and 
order accordmgly. 

Check the tools when you have received them; changed (Fig 1.12)~ 
don't settle for anything other than what you 
wanted. the wldth 

the cross section (or sweep) 

16 



TYPES OF WOODCARVING TOOL 

following examples show how this mlght work a curve, or may well impel one sweep to do the work 
practice, using the Sheffidd List numbermg of another. If you need to keep the same radius of cur- 

vature, you can find the tool you want, but under a 
different number. Refer to the Sheffield List chat 

tool the fight width and shape a h g  its (see Fig 1.71, where the profiles of carving tools are 

but the sweep (the cross section) is not shown full size. 

'CPId.twe you want 
Remember that a degree of hand-forgmg creates some 

can move up or down the numbering 'Fern slight differences between individual to&. A good 
ease or decrease the amount of curvature. idea, especially for repetiuve work such as mouldings, 

is to work out which of your own tools have similar 
is the fight width and sweep but the weeps and mark a correspondmg nurnberlng system 

on to the handles. More will be sa~d about this later 
(see pages 28-9). 

THE PARTS OF A 
WOODCARVING TOOL 

ut is too narrow or not wide enough 
Various term are used to descrlbe the dfiirent parts 

have to estimate this by trlal and error of woodcarving tools- The following describes a 'qp- 
as wllJ be drscussed below, it 1s not just a ical' carvingtool (Fig 1.13). 
going to the next width - the curvature The steel blade is fitted to a wooden handle by as 

changes as well A carver often knows by tang - it IS normally quite straightforward to separate 
ce which tool is needed to contlnue cuttlng bladcand handle. Sometimes the word blade refers to 

I 1  

I 

17 



WOODCARVING TOGILS. MATEKIALS &EQUIPMENT 

Fig 1.14 'Cannel' w n useful term refeving to the znxr and outer faces of any cawing tool 
i 

the whole of the roo1 except the handle, sometimes concave or lns~de sdace of the gouge.) An in-ca 
only to the part below the shoulder, depending on gouge (not normally used in carvmng) has its sharpe 
the context. ing bevel on the inslde only; an out-cannel gouge 

damage to the handle when it is struck with a mallet. bottomed groove. It is also related to the words c 
Benyeen the blade proper and the tang may be a and c a d ,  meaning 'a watercourse'. The root 

shaped lump of metal: the shoulder or bolster. Thls these words 1s the Latin canalis, 'a plpe or du 
prevents the tang from bemng forced Into the wooden Although these terms are useful, they are more oft 
handle and sphtting it. used by toolmakers than carvers 

Blades are e~ther flat (chisels) or curved in cross The part of the blade nearest the shoulder 1s the 
sectlon (gouges) - though carvers often use the term shank; which brings us ro the variousshapes ofblade. 
choel loosely to refer to both kids. A flat chmsel has as discussed ih the next chapter. 
two bevels and each s~de looks the same, bat a gouge At the workmg end of therool, a bevel dimin~hes 
will have a concave surface and a convex one. The the thickness ofthe steel into thccutting edge. There 
concave side IS known as the inside, face, hollow, may also be a bevel on the lns~de of the gouge - 
channel or mouth of the gouge. The other, convex, other words, there may be an mner and a n  ou 
surface is the outside, reverse or back. bevel. The comer where the bevel meets the M 

The terms in-cannel and out.c+nnel refer to the thlchess of the blade is known as the heel. 
rnner and outer faces of any cawing tool wh~ch has In the next chapter we will look in detail at the 
them - without specify~ng an actual tool (Frg 1.14). various parts of a woodcarving blade - first at the 
(When used on its own, cannel usually refers to the quality of its steel, then how the parts fit together. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

iniorder,to.how exactly what is being bought 

TT"Y OF STEEL 
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Fig 2.2 The spark test for 

dentifying steel of carving- 

tool quality 

same way to carvers, unless some more versatile way 
of working it is developed. Modem methods of sinter- 
ing - fusing the HSS under pressure into a single 
shape - may produce tools in the future. 

To make a carving tool, a blank of high-carbon 
steel b heated in a forge-and shaped on swage blocks, 
creating the tang, shoulder, shank and blade. There 
are different ways of .doing ,this, from crude, mechan- 
ical drop forging to the more sensitive, hands-on 
hammer forging - which is a highly skilled craft like 
smithing, requiring sensitivity and judgement to 
shape the blade consistently and correctly (Figs 2.3 
and 2.4). Hammer 
grain structure withi 
superior method, used by the best toolmakers. 

After the forging or shaping process, the blade is 
subjected to heat tt 
hardness and tensil 
Only the cutting blade itself, and not necessarily all 
of that, is hardened. A greater or lesser part of the 
metal towards the handle (including the shank, 

gives these parts more resilience. of fumd wmk 
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BLADES 

I (Fig 2.5), which m some cases may have taken the 
cutting edge back into a softer part of the blade. The 
steel 1s the same throughout the tool, but the heat 
treatment differs: the remaining part of the blade 
may have less hard, but more resilient, steel. If you 
have any of these shortened tools, and 6nd that they 
keep their edges badly, you can resurrect them by re- 
tempering. The method is explained in Volume 2, 
Chapter 3. 

It is not just for the quality of steel alone that 
these tools are justifiably prized. The best makers 
today still shape and forge their tools in very similar 
ways. But you can often see, when you look at an dd~~ 
carving tool, a considerable difference from some f$ 

ot ~ o t h  the forgtng and the final shuplng need a h~gh its modem counterpms (Fig 2 6 ) .  It 1s as if the older 
cc+skill, takrng many years to learn kools used thlnner metal to get the same strength of 

C structure, and it may be the quality of the steel that 

,ee factors - allowed this There is also the matter of lnd~v~dual 

t w i n g  as better formed and finished off than many modem 
e b t  treatment ones. But this, again, is arguable, for some modem 

.i, tools are beautifully made, and some old ones are far 
b&$ the quality of a carving-tool blade. They from perfect. 

.illB both its shape and its cutting ability; and The final processes, known as hardening and 
baj in any one of these factors can produce a tempering - when the steel is rendered into the 
anr inferior tool.. appropriate hardness for carving- are even more con- 
e v e r s  love to debate tools: who makes the tentious. Suffice to say l---- *I.-* 7 large tool whi& 

01s exhibit what qualities; how the 
tempering in each type of tool com- 

edge-holding properties of the 'old' versus 
and so on. There is no consensus on these 
It is worth going a little furrher into this 
about what it is in a blade that makes a 

t you can make as good, or at least as 

nology and research - and the ability to 
steel consistently - 

e the height of the 
el can be consid- 

or for this reason alone. 

because it is really 
that working tools 

by years of good use 

care: perhaps more time was taken in the shaping. 
Whatever the reason, old tools are generally regarded 

k,@ols with real working life left in them) have Fig : -he old gouge at the top would mipiwlly have been 
rlow to us. As you might expect, these tools ns long as the modem one beneath. The reduction in kngtQ4 ;' 

represents man3 v years of carving and sharpen~ng - 
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take, a hea~~pound~ing: from a: mallet -- say a lin 
, . 

.[&mq). gouge -:=quires- a &[ffere&t:rraatnteilt &.am 
one &ich ,*& f&&lkat;e, pee,&%, c u ~ g i ' l t  
n& to b~ a. li& Less :br&t.k,. ii&$blq @ $hs~fb the 
s@ess  ~f iagq~g @lrh~ut ct&&g: The %ewe 

.&am~le .of ,& prinoiple is the madiiio~a1 mottise 
chisel> of.'wrough-t  iron.^-&steel welded on for 
&ecu~.ng.edge.~nlyY 

Dieerent sizesand s h p m  of toolsneed b b&eatt 
treated ditferenflvf pot ~ ~ l y  &cause ~f chg qs? to 

'show tlie teqeldrrg OQEOU~S; tbupper one is unifmn1-j 
Jinished all over, mth the tem@rtvg colours-pkkd out 

ATERIXLS a E.QU IFMEW T 

whi~htbep will be.put, ~. ~ b ~ e  alsa b y a ~ s  of the 
tiOnswh~& rncw;ih &e ~u'atry ~f de 
the, fmgw ,$ :&e. ~a~Lfur&.si muri 
Ia=ge%~1gfl~ $~b;i@ ~G@@$@c$& @ &mpd 

me a~t* &&~&d13 amardjng .& 
~ 1 1 ,  be aed-  Qn the: &ep:ha& ,thep,e ii 
much @X~&GQ~ .md C ~ B $ ~ ; S C $ ~ G ~  

he.. h-- i;; " 6  as , s v ~  be&, =&.Jiggt rf@ia&t& @ i ~ g  c 
~af-~&&& ~ e ' @ ~ g ~ > ~ & f ~ g ~ z g ~ ~ f i  q r n o  
wdk.m be ..., .. . . . . .;.. . _ -1: 3 yq':ggo$.~t)$ :intt4mjs '$Pq~al,i.cy 

bemeen rhe, p~adam :of diff&ent ,mmukctu~ 
wen as: bemeen individmlFaols w,itb:m anemab 
turer'i range. 
h th.~~k~r th- w e r e , : ~ ~ o . a ~ & ~ & . g f ~ q g ~ c h  

h e  hat $a& a. le$ dipp@gl 'whit& (f& 
nororc . . 

, . 
. . , ,  . , *tismsJ ;g< ~ O Y  use& .tgdas-. S 

s m a  to. the 'Bade and ah& fa :the: redue& 
thickness iu the walls that was. mentioned above.. 

Mu& ef &is disez&Qm,. -& i& zef@@ze ai 
the&&~ricai b a c k g o d ,  fnay &e@m cgja&e:mte. ?Ibe 
~tixgqm Whwe; Wib is S; get- Q,Q Hrh cqmiftg 
$ o a c a j . $ g b t  iliSefi&lv 'me,&obs:,& &k 
1md us, !& bv 2m I m,.&tj& mhichtare~.&~'best+ 
quarity c a r ~ ~ ~ t o o l s I W e r e ~ s  my..vie*r. 

EIf0a cornBafe&eto&m& by. specia.i.&t w.o&. 
*al&els, - ,be 6- .&f&  bye Lrn 

&,ej&a@g& af*&-hg.f*ga&/ .~ ~- 

tQ&)8+f~2 mhv:yegs &yep ~ Q Q  jq+e .ks:me :~;asi!.qj * Tit;fwaeq --" - .. , mgi& w:nifi 
g ~ e ~ ~ p e ~ . l ~ @ k y g e : . , W g m e  &ki.lghete 

also f~gIs-- aftem, :qPo&ed ~. L 'but . ,  . m salways,i; 
&iCk xe..nW.Ch h P w t h  ,&<es,&E&d~ 

. : 
&exQ looh like, b,qgd.in~S hue b&z&es &6 &e 
h;ls:@ssmu& :&,&wjfh, p a ~ g ~ & ~ $ @ A @  && 
.Q@@ m@I&@f@ ~~~~u~ @iq$&.&l;re*p 

rnd > g ~ t <  r$-aew<~c&ag$,+ ,.. 

1.t ism . to Q V @ ~ &  Q&W jGaetqrc, in & d i - ~ ~  
&t-gpe.dfi:geeI ,and: h e  f&&g or ~emp.e&g 
bkadi, whhh &kt the ability af a coal %a hold 3s 
sharpness. k e  gf these-factors. are: 



Fig 2.9 Tilman R~emmschneidm's mastery of cuthng 
technrque is qute breathtaking zn t h  detacl from the 
limewood Elevat~on of the Magdalene in d;e Bayensches 
Nahanalmuseum, Muntch 

LOSS OF TEMPER DURING 
GRINDING 

Heating the blade repeatedly to far more than 'hand- 
hot' may also lead to loss of edge-holding ablllty, even 
if the metal never reaches the well-known 'blue' 
colour whlch ind~cates overheating and loss of hard- 
ness. Great care must be taken not to allow the blade 
to heat up significantly dur~ng gnnd~ng (Fig 2.10). 

Fig 2.10 A 1920s hrmd-manked, watm-cooled gnndzng 
wheel mcght be slower than nmodemprinder, but wo& 
newer overheat the blode 



WOODCARVING TOOLS. 

THE SUBTLE' EFFECT OF SOME 
MODERN GRINDING WHEELS 
ON THE CRYSTAL STRUCTURE 
OF THE EDGE 

Mmute cracks and striations may appex insome sorts 
of steel from the hmgh-speed Impact of the abrasive 
grrt, so maklng the edge more liable to decay. Thrs is 
more l~kely to happen with a coarser stone. Always tin- 
ish off grinding on the finest wheel, and leave enough 
metal for hand-workrng beyond any effect of the 
gnndmg. (Grinding is considered m detall in Part 11.) 

In my experience there LS l~tt le d ~ e r e n c e  m the steel 
and edge-keeping qualities of most old and new tyols 
- and I have in use a range of several hundred tools, 
old and new, but all from the best-quality rnanufac- 
turers. lnd~vidual tools of all ages and makes seem to 
vary In their edge-holding properties because so much 
depends on variations in steel, tempermg and the 
treatment of a tool m the processes of carving and 
gr~ndi~g.  When it comes to the forgmg or shaprng of 
tools, however, there does seem to be more of a dif- 
ference between old and new. So, to help you buy the 
best tools, here LS some summary adv~ce: 

Never buy to.ols just because they are cheap, and 
definitely not from dublous sources. 

Always buy from finns with a long-standing good 
reputation to protect, who label therr tools, are 
~ustrfiably proud of what they make, and can 
supply catalogues and other mnformation. 

When you are begmnnmg, buy your good-quality 
tools from a few d~fferent sources and compare 
them yourself. Do not commlt yourself to buying 
too many tools of the same make at thms stage - 
you might eventually be unhappy with them. 

If rn doubt, ask a few carvers which tools they use 
frequently and what they thmnk of them. Bear mn 
mrnd we are all biased to some extent. 

Buy the best tools that you can afford and do not 
stlnt on qual~ty. It IS better to buy a few good 
tools than more of lower quality. Tools are meant 
to last a hfetime, and you do not want to regret 

ATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

what you have bought. Avo~d boxed sets (see 
page 91). 

In this way you can be fa~rly sure of getting tools that 
are rhe best currently available - made from the b- 
quality steel, usrng the best possible techn~ques. 

THE DIFFERENT SHAPES 
AND THEIRUSES 

Now let us look at how the blade can be shaped, m its 
cross section, longmtudinal section and w~dth, for di6 
ferent apphcations. 

CROSS SECTION 

Woodcarving blades have only a dozen or so d~fferem 
cross-sectronal profiles, although there may appear 
more to a begrnner. Even these dozen or so s h a p  
reduce to three basic varletres: 

strarght 

curved 

angled. 

It 1s when these profiles are multipl~ed by the possmble 
vanattons along the length and the width that we 
arrive at the huge numbers of d~fferent types that are 
actually available. 

The cross sectlon of the blade is seen by l o o k i  
end-on at the edge of the tooL 

STRAIGHT BLADES 
Tools with blades which are straight across the width 
are called chisels. 

In  normal woodworkmg, the ch~sel is a very com- 
mon tool, having a bevel on one side of the cutting 
edge and a flat face on the other. Woodcarving chlsels 
differ from those used m carpentry by havlng a bevel 
on both sides (Fig 2.11). The reason for this is 
expla~ned in Chapter 9 (page 137); the carpentry 
chisel is used mostly for d~fferent purposes, although 
it is usual for carvers to have a few. 



huhr for :he 
mo&me& is a 
ftr.mer er h e r  :cb'ise1 
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oa~penjezs awd o&ezs. 
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dd fimer chisel with asocketed rather than 

, tapering straight to the edge 
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( ,Aceo~d,~~ to othw sources, fern& -ir; a .V&&IT .i$ 

f m ~ i ~ , . . m ~  'shaped;) &&II& Gome 
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Whgnthe wning eqge of h d  is is€ an& 
tp the long .a& he- tool ,b. :miTed :a skew ahisel 
(skewed cGse~),'),'sk~~~ m corner elisel (Rg: 2,15.). 

Fig 2.15 The basic skew c h ~ e l ;  the tip of thzs one has been 
ground as described on cage 148 (see Fig 9 42) 
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. ,2.16 The useful skew can be turned over to get mto 
corners from both d~recnons 

MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

like depends both on the radius of the clrcle and on 
the extent of the sweep - that IS, what pomon of the 
circumference of the trrcle it com$rises. Sweeps range 
from verv flat (no.. 3 m rhe Sheffield List), which is 
almost, but definitely not, a chisel (F~gs 2.18 and 
2.19), to a m e  semicircle (usually no. 9); Fig 2.20 
shows only a selecr~on from the complete range, I 

A sna~ght verslon of this tool, as opposed to the bent 
varieties, is a no. 2 in the Sheffield List. Like the 
firmer ch~sel, it has a bevel on both sides and can be 
used e~ther side up, w ~ t h  the cuttlng edge facing left 
or right (Fig 2 16). 

CURVED BLADES 
When the cutnng edge of the blade 1s curved m cross 
sectlon to a greater or lesser degree, the tool 1s 

referred to as a gouge. 
The curvature usually forms an arc of a circle, m 

whlch case it is known as the sweep of the blade ( F I ~  
2.17). What the curvature of a particular gouge looks 

Fig 2.17 A sweep is, by 
defininon, an arc - a 
porhon of the 
czrmference of a arck \ / ', 

Fig 2.18 The flattest gouge 
almost zndistinguishabk from 

r 
(right), seen from above, IS 
the m l y  f i t  ch~sel 

Fig 2.19 T ~ E  flattest gouge (right) and a chisel (left), 
seen end-on. From this angle it is clear that the so-called ' f i t  
gouge' is actually signifcantly curved 



BLADES 

Fig 2.20 A selection of 
sweeps ranpgfrom the 
fiat to the semicircular 

Fig 2.21 Only gouges 
. . 

src of a arcle can rock 41 

.orate through their cut. 
This slicing action, in eithe~ 
direction, is a primary 
carwing technique 

- ' - - 
hg sfic~ng actlon wh~ch severs the wood much iotared into Part of the 1 / 1 1  

tage of a circular arc is that the tool can 
or rotated shghtlv as r t  1s uushed forward. 

- 
ly than if the tool were merely dr~ven 

ead (Fig 2.21). The no. 9 is the last sweep 
that can be rocked through its cut The 

representatives - approximately %m (3mm) d~shnchwe 'eye' 
-are sometimes known as eye tools; they can k 

m form the eyes where some types of acan- 
+meet ( F I ~  2.22). 

hollow between 
acanthus leaves, 
forming the 
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Fig 2.23 From a semicircle, the walls of the higher-numbered gouges extend tn fm U-shapedprofiks 

The next gouges in  the series (nos. 10 and 11) take 
on more of a U-shape, the side walls elongating, and 
the mouth deepening, with no. 11 having the deepest 

walls (Figs 2.23 and 2.24). 
I /To go over this numbering system for straight- 

- I 
I bladed gouges once more: the flattest gouges are no. 3, 

I 

I the semicircular ones are no. 9, and there is a deeo- 
enlng range of sweeps m between. There are two 
U-shaped gouges (nos. 10 and 11) with curves based 
on semic~rcles and straight, elongated s~de  walls. 

This nomenclature 1s nor always as neatly defined 
as stated here, and some drfferences occur between 
makers. For example, a firm may make fewer d~visions 
m the range, ot may make no 10 the m e  semicircle 
and only have no. 11 as the U-shape. Remember also, 
when comparing them wlth the manufacturers' charts Fig 2.24 A selecnon of deep or 'qu~ck' gouges, from a 
of 'Ideal' shapes, that these tools include a degree of sem~c~rck  on  the left to the deeper U-shaped tool on the n& 

I t  IS worth mentlonlng also that the side walls of other words, that smaller or narrower gouges are seg- 
U-gouges may be elther vert~cal or splayed outwards ments of the larger ones. So no. 6 gouges, whether 
sllghtly - or, for that matter, gently curved rather %m (6mm), Xm (ljrnm), %m (19mm) or lin (25mm) 
than stra~ght Thls can make qulte a difference to w~de, might be assumed to have an increasingly wrde 
then behaviour: a tool w ~ t h  vertical s~de  walls makes segment of the same-rad~us clrcle. This is not true. 
consistent, narrow, parallel-s~ded channels, but is If you were to jorn the ends of the cuts made by 
harder to use because the chip is lrable to stick in the pushmg, say, ddferent-sized no. 6 gouges Into a flac 
cannel - and harder to sharpen. wooden surface, the result~ng curve would be a spiral, 

The prlnc~ple 1s that the curves progress from flat not a circle (Fig 2.25). This shows that the gouges of 
to strongly curved, and are numbered accordmgly. It any des~gnation keep a proportionate depth as ther 
is a common mistake (and one appeanng m many decrease m width. T h ~ s  IS true of both Sheffield and 
publ~cations) to assume that when each sweep of Contrnental systems. How the geometry was first 
gouge 1s given a number, thls number applies to decided appears to be lost, along wlth the or~glnal 
gouges that take t he~ r  curvature from a part~cular patterns, in the mists of tlme. The trad~t~onal sweeps 
diameter of clrcle, no matter what the w~dth  - m are perpetuated because, when the swage blocks that 

28 



dlowed to follow its own cut (Figs 2.26 and 2.27); this 
principle is of fundamental importance in certain 
types of carving. 

By stamping the edges of your gouges into a piece 
of card or tracing paper (or a thin piece of wood), it 
is possible to find which widths and numbers of 

gouges will join up in the same circle. Do try this 
yourself; it is quite instmctive. A second numbering 
system of your own, using perhaps Roman numerals 
or letters, can then be added to the handles. This may 
be important for repetitive or standardized work such 
as carved mouldings. For most work, however, carvers 
come to know which chisel cuts which curve, and will 

I f  the sweeps of different-sized tools with the same 
re joined side by side, the result is a spiral, not a 
though the sweep of each individual tool will 
circle 

to form the profiles wear out, a new one can 

using a tool as a pattern; the original infor- 
is never needed. Perhaps the curves were 
1 progressive Archimedian spirals, and not 
t all. However, remember that every gouge - 
n the U-shaped ones - will cut a true circle if 

manipulate a gouge to fit a particular cut if exactly the 
right one is not to hand. (This technique is described 

I in my Lettercarving in  Wood, page 74.) 
A gouge which is so gently curved as to be almost 

flat is termed exactly that - a flat gouge. (If it were 
truly flat, of course, it would be a chisel.) A gouge with 
a pronounced sweep is called a quick gouge. Carvers 
talk about 'flatter' or 'quicker' gouges as the curvature 
varies one way or the other. As the curvature in- 
creases, the gouge is said to become quicker. There 
may an interesting relationship with the phrase 

Any gouge w ~ t h  a ctrcular sweep wlll cut a cirl 
mespondzng to 16 own rad1u.s 

Fig 2.27 U-shaped gouges are obuiotctly not abk to do this 

k%m ei4JWr*&&d &s 
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'the qutck and the dead'. 
sense, more 'allve'; m the 
a qulck gouge can rem 
more vigorously than a flat gouge. 

The nos. 9, 10 and 
based on sem~clrcles, do nor dtffer from one another down to shape reeds in some decorative work or vemns 
In quickness of curvature for any given width: the in fol~age. A flute 1s a decorative channel cut mto a 
wrath of the tool IS the dlameter of one particular surface, and can be easily formed w ~ t h  these deep or 
semtclrcle. These gauges are often, but somettmes U-shaped gouges (Figs 2.28 and 2.29). 

Fig 2.28 A wetnmng tool I 

(no 9 )  can be used upsde* , 
down to shape the uemns In, i 
for example, folmge, 
fluters, the same shape 
somewhat larger, can be 1 ,\ 
used to cut channels, or : - I  

inve~ted to make reeds (sea 
next figure) U-shaped 
gouges (nos 10 and I I )  
are not used uestde do 

Fig 2.29 Flutes an 
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gouges whlch are deeper than a semicircle are The angle formed between the two sides can be more, t 
lcalled U-shaped gouges or U-tools to differen- or less, acute: the three commonest angles are nomi- 
&em from the regular gouges whlch can be nally 45O, 60° and 90" (Figs 2.31 and 2.32), but these 
d to glve a sllcxng cut. The extended walls of may vary considerably ih practlce - so much so that 

auges prevent spckmng. the narrowest shape is occasionally referred to as 30° 
rather than 45". The angle is chosen according to the 

D E S  work for which the parting tool is needed. If you have 
r ihe most common of the anguIar cross sections to choose only one type, the 60' angle is probably the 
khape. It is helpful to see this tool as two chisels most useful being the mehum shape. 

by one edge; for obvious reasons it 1s The junct~on in the bevel between the two faces 
or V-chisel (Fig 2.30). of the parting tool is called the keel and, l k e  the keel 
nmon name for this shape 1s parting of a boat, it has a guidmg function (Fig 2.33). In 
nong other thngs it is used to separate effect the V-tool has three bewek: two for the chisels 
rrea of carnlng from another. This is that form the sides, plus the keel where the two s~de  - 

4 y  seen in shallow relief carving, where the bevels meet. Grasping this poznt 1s vztal when 1t comes to 
is kl~eved'  from its background. hrpen~ng the V. 

Eig 2.32 1 he same slze of V-tool is awalabk in three ---I d + m t  anhi: uppronimaly 45O, 40" and 90" (left 
7% baslc V-tool or parting tool to nght) 

.ions are awailable for dzffwent purp 
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Fig 2.33 The parts of a 
V-tool or Darting tool 

Xuu, m.ay came: across other, more unusual, tools designed by the founder of the tool iers Alec 
which have an angled cross section of some sort (Fig Tiranti Ltd. 
2.34). These were originally developed for particular These angled tools include the followirig: 
work in the fumiture trade, such as cleaning between 
the elements of a relief design. They are little used in The macaroni 
general carving; most of their work, if not all, can be This is equivalent to three chisels joined together, 
done with other tools, and they are nearly redundant with two right angles in between (Fig 2.35). It is 
these days. If you are just starting carving, in particu- sometimes called a trench or trenching tool, and is a 
lar, these tools should not really be considered. bit like half of a rectangle. It will cut a vertical wall.to 
However, they are worth knowing about. Their names both the left and the right sides. 
are rather fanciful, and it is not hard to imagine some 

Italian carvers - many of whom found their way to The fluteroni 
the East End of London in the heyday of fumiture This is a sort of softened-off macaroni with rounded 
carving - having a private joke over their pasta one comers. The sides are still straight, but leaning out 
day which somehow caught on. Some may have been a little. 

Fig -.- . .les the 
V-&ol, there are other, far 

common tools which 
zngled in cross section - 
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ig 2.35 Shortbent, 
,rshta~l and strazght 
macaroni tools 

The splayrng or tapenng starts either dlrectly 
eronl with the central sectlon cumng from the shoulder of the blade, or beg~ns after some 
rds. It is normally made with a bent length of narrow shank. The shank can m some cases 

could also be described as a backbent be quite long, wlth the blade a mere appendage, 
the edgesrurned up. It is a very specialized fanning out at the end. The tapered tools have thar  
ed for the furniture trade. own names, depending on the variable ratio of taper 

to shank. 

med, and IS the equivalent oftwo shal- Straight, parallel-sided gouges or chisels 
ge to edge, rather than the two chrsels These (Fig 2.36) are by far the most common and 
the ordinaryv-tool. This tool is used to useful woodcarving tools, although a few spec~allst 
etween two beads, shaping the beads carvers may have more of orher types. In terms of the 
t ihe same nme. (A bead or reed IS a 
mould~ng, the opposite of a flute or 

bead is also used for a short segment 

red the var~ous shapes of woodcanring 
g across the blades, let us now turn to 

DINAL SECTION 
e e~ther straight or bent between the 

e cuttmg edge, wlth several varianons. 

these tools may be parallel along their 
splay outwards from the handle. Fig 2-36 The swdght chisel d y  has flat facer. The 

an attempted innovation, but I 
find 1% m o t h  comtrs make it less easy to gnp 
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en the allongee and the fishtail proper can 
variable lengths of shank or taper somewhere 

iddle (Fig 2.41). Old books often refer to 
dle tapers as long-, medium- or short- 
or, collectively, as spade tools or spade 
ere the word pod may come from 

meaning 'foot' or 'leg', with reference to 
ent shank. Bear in mind that shank 
a [exor  at least part of it. 

ring buying any of these splayed tools, 
bear in mind that a fishtail to one 

ay be a spade tool to another. You 

The allongee shape 

The busic fi ; h a p  today is more of a 

heck this detail against catalogue i a- 

tions, and not assume that all manufacturers use the 
same names for the same shapes. 

The actual blade sweeps normally correspond to 
those of the other straight gouges, and the tool num- 
bering reflects this fact. With most manufacturers the 
last digit (or two digits) of the listing are the same for 
all straight blades with the same sweep, regardless of 
the different longitudinal shapes. In this way, if you 
like the sweep and size of a particular parallel gouge, 
but would like it as a fishtail, you should be able to get 
this version of the tool using the numbering system. 

vel, which m y  be indi~tin~uishabk I , ' . 
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Fig 2.41 A range of 
tapcred gouges, from spud 
to fihtcul, nomenclature 
uaries between 
manufacturers You need 
to &ct& what you want 
to acluewe, and ak whzch 
shape opt001 wrll do zr 
for you 

Chisels, as well as gouges, may also be allongee, spade The short bend, in turn, can bend m opposlte dire 
or fishtail w ~ t h  a long shank. 

BENT TOOLS towards the front fxsc a frontbent 
The bend 1s seen by looking at the slde of the blade: 
it wlll curve first one way and then the other. The towards the back iirst: a backbent. 

bend itself can start fzom one of two places (Fig 2.42): 
Let us look at these various bent tools in more det 

It can start from the shoulder of the tool, as a 
long, continuous, snake-llke bend: the longbent 

Longbent tools 
tool. 

I t  can start much further away, towards the 
working edge, after a str 
a shosr, crank-like bend: the shortbent tool. (Figs 2.44 and 2.45). The curvature is long 

Bend star% here 

Shortbent tool 

Fig 2.42 Longbent and 
shortbent carvmng tools 
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elegant, and enables the carver to get into a shallow Shortbent tools 
recess without the handle fouling the wood. Some Again there are various names: shortbent, shallow- 
ranges of 'microtools' (see pages 10+5) include a bent, frontbent and spoon or spoonbit gouges (Figs 
longbent chisel, but these are not available in the 2.46 and 2.47). Sometimes the simple term 'bent 
standard ranges. gouge' is used; this usually implies the type with the 

short bend to the front, but this is not necessarily the 
case. The term is best avoided and replaced with 
something a little more precise. 

Shortbent tools include fishtail chisels or skew 
chisels with a long shank, as well as gouges. 

Frontbent gouge 

Fig 2.45 Tne amount of lengthwise curvature in longbent 
Fig 2.43 The crank of afrontbent gouge ncwes in the gouges varies between manufmurers. Some have so little 
opposite direction to rhat of a backbent gouge curve as to be little improvement on the straight gouge 

Fig 2.46 Pam of a 
shortbent (frontbent or 
spoonbit) gouge 
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Fig 2.47 E m c  jhntbent or shortbent gouge 

The shortbent ch~sels (Fig 2.48) and flattest godges 
are sometimes called grounding teals or grounders, 
because they are used to wo~k  the backgrounds of 
relief carvmg. I have always found the flattest short- 
bent gouges a better optlon than the ch~sels; it 1s 
much easler to prevent the11 comers digging m 

A shortbent ske* chisel can have the cutting 
edge skewed to face the left or nght; these are usefully 
bought m pairs (Fig 2.49). V.tools and macaronl tools 
can also behad m a shortbent form (Fig 2.50; see also 
Fig 2.35). 

The right bend allows the carver to get into 
recesses whlch are deeper than those accessed by the 
longbent tools - the crank-like shape keeps the handIe 
even &her out of the way (Fig 2.51). However, .the 
amount of bend that any manufacturer gives to both 
shortbenr and longbent tools varies cons~derably - 
not only bktween manufacturers, but even between 

Fig 2.49 Shortbent skew ckuek come inpars, left- and 
r i g h t - M ,  tn suit different grrun cnndinmu 

batches of tools coming from one manufacturer. 
Sometimes there seems to be so little curve on the 
tool that it behes the description 'bent', and gives 
negllglble advantage over the stra~ght tools (Fig 
2.52). So you need to be a little wary here, especially 
d you are ordering unseen tools through the posr. Try 
to examme photographs or drawings of what you 
hope you are getting, and do not accept a tool wtth 
a curve that, m effect, does not do the work it 1s 
meant for. 

Shottbent gouges w ~ t h  the greatest change of cur- 
vature in the bend are referred to as knuckle gouges. 
These are usoful for entermg very t~ght  recesses 
and hollows, such as those found m Goth~c camng 
(Fig 2.53). Unfortunately they are rarely ava~lable, 
either new or second-hand, but they can be made to 
specla1 order by a firm such as Henry Taylor, or you 
can make your own usmg the techniques described 
m Volume 2, Chapter 3. 

L 
Fig 2.48 Shortbent. .. 
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Ft 2.51 The shank of the frontbent gouge is normally 
rectdngular, facilitating &. The clrcuiar shape look s l i c k  
ktT find that 1 can gnp it less firmly. This sort of personal 
w o n  is why it is best to try tools in your own hands first, Fig 2.53 The knuckle gouge is a tightly nrmked frontbent 
&r than depend on the catalogue, photogiaehs gouge which gets into deep recesses more easily 
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Sometimes, but fortunately not often, a very awkward 
job requires such a bend that a special tool has to be 
made -perhaps with so much of a bend that the edge 
oithe tool is actually facing back towards the handle. 
This is not too difficult a procedure, and Chapter 3 of 
Volume 2 gives you enough working details to tackle 
this problem. It is simplest to start with a tool which 
already has the sweep and width you want, so you 
need only alter the lengthwise bend. 

Backbent tools 
These are similar to shortbent gouges, but the curve 
is made in the opposite way. The odd-looking tool so 
produced comes into its own when carving a bead or 
other convex surface which curves concavely along 
its length - such as when a reed travels into a hollAw 
or recess (Fig 2.54). 

To put this another way, a convex surface (such 
as a reed) can be formed by turning an ordinary 
straight gouge upside down. Sometimes, though, 
when working that shape into a hollow, the handle of 
this straight gouge can get in the way. Cranking the 
handle back keeps it  clear of the wood: this is the 
backbent gouge (Figs 2.55 and 2.56). 

It may sound like a very specialized tool, but I find 
myself using it quite a lot. It is useful for many sur- 
faces which are concave in one direction and convex 
in the other; such surfaces constantly occur in natural 
forms. To anticipate a subject which is covered more 

Curved gouge d 

Fig 2.54 Backbent gouges will deal with conwex profik 
which in turn curwe into recesses 

Fi_ backbent gouge 

Fig 2.56 Some home- 
made backbent gouges, two 
with the handle cranked 
back further for a more 
spec~akzed purpose 
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However, the deepest gouges (no. 11, a n d  also no. 10 
i f h s  is a Uashape rather than a semicircle) are not 

mot really work ups~de down. For the same reason, 
the V,tool 1s also unavailable in a backbent form. 

1 
n type of bend. 

Dogleg tools 
'The dogleg chisel has two nearly 90" bends m its 
&tank, towards the workmg end (Fig 2.57). It is used, 
B e  its counterpart the knuckle gouge, to get lnto 
very t l~ht  recesses, or when undercutting. A foot 
I 

1 

I 
Foot ch~sel I 

1 
I 

Fi 2.57 Some speaalned chsel shapes ,=,* - - -- 
. 8 ,  8 8 -  - 

Wy m Part I1 (pages 13640),  sharpening your WIDTH 
straight gouges w ~ t h  an inner bevel reduces the need 
For backbents. All woodcarvmg tools are available m a  large range of 

widths (Fig 2.58). It is the workmg edge that 1s taken 
Generally speakmg, all bent gouges can be obtained Into account when measurmg the width. 
in the same varlety of sweeps as the straight Eouges. 

mailable in the backbent form as they do 1 

As with the tapered tools, some manufacturers may 
prefix the sweep number wlth another to spec~fv the I 

- - 
chisel is a more sharply angled verslon of the dogleg. . , -._.. A - -- , ..xk unth mostly large or 
Aside chisel has an L-shaped shank; agam, it can get mostly small tools, depending an the type of work they 
into odd comers not reached by other shapes. prefer, or specialtze m 
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Chisels (straight, tapered or bent): the width is 
measured at right angles across the cuttlng edge. 
A skew chisel is measured across the maximum 

width of the blade, as if it had an edge at rlght 
angles -presumably because the length of the 
cuttmg edge depends on the angle at which it is 
ground (Fig 2.59). 

Gouges or parrlng tools (stra~ght, tapered or 
bent): the width is measured as a strarght lrne 
across the wldest part of the mouth, at the very 
edge. The wrll be from corner to corner, at right 
angles to the long axis (Fig 2.60). 

Brrttsh manubcturers usually give the width both m 
impertal measurements (mches) and m approximate 
metrlc equ~valents (millimetres), but most Earopean 
tools use only metrlc. There is a conversion table at 
the end of t h ~ s  volume. 

Widths start from very small, dellcate tools of %sin 
(1.5mm), or occas~onally less, and range up to large 
brutes of 21n (50mm) or more, used for sculpture (Fig 
2.61). What widths are actually avarlable varies 
between manufacturers - no one makes all the tools 

ATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

Fig 2.60 Wzth the excephon of skew clusels, it IS  I .. . 
cumng edge wluch zs measured, fiom comer to comer 

Fig 2.59 Skew chzsels come m a range of widths A 
newcomer should start w ~ t h  someth~ng mn the m~ddle (say 
X~n/lOmm) and buy drfferent sizes only when they are 
actwlly needed - wh~ch m~ght be never 

Fig 2.61 Wdth mcrements, between the smallest and 
largest for each type of carvmg tool, help to account for the 
e n m o w  numbers that are auamlable 

that could possibly be made. Most makers stock a 
widevariety of the most commonly used tools, having 
made, on economic grounds, some selection of sizes 
to offer the public. You may have to look around if 
you need an exact specification for a particular pur- 
pose. Some manufacnrrers will consider producing a 
tool to your special requirements. 



you may expect the blade of a Xm (13mm) 
to be around 4-51n (100-125mm) from the 

der to the edge. Thls IS useful when you come 
an old tool and are trying to work out how 

h has been worn away. 

a1 carvlng tools are always held m both hands. 

Fig 2.62 Two brand-new 

dtference m length n about 

Fig 2.63 Such mushroom 
handles are for woodblock 
makers' gouges or wood 

woodcuts, then the larger tools, of sufficient slze to 
allow the free use of both hands, are what you need. 

There are cheap sets of 'carvmg' tools around 
whch are very small and look like the n~bs  of old dlp- 
pmg pens. They are made of soft metal and are meant 
for cutting soft linoleum and the llke. They are not 
suitable for carving wood and should be avoided. 

I have described m rhii section, m some 
detall, the sorts of tools that are available, and 
the vanous terms you may come across. 

Gouges come in a series of curves or 
sweeps, rangmg from very flat to very 
'quick' or deep. 

This range of gouges can either be stra~ght, 
or bent in various ways along the length of 
the blade. 

The stra~ght gouges can have parallel sldes, 
or sides which taper out from the shank or 
handle, splaying to varylng degrees. 

The bent gouges can be bent along the 
whole length of the blade (longbent), or 
just at the far end away from the handle 
(shortbe~d, 

r & msr o~~eek,:c&be:genedUy small@ 
or large% and can be obtained in a large 
variety of widrhs. 

When you buy a tool you will need to know: 

what sort of sweep or curve you want 

whether, and in what way, you want the 
tool bent or tapered 

how wide you want the tool to be 



WOODCARVING TOOLS, MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

Chaprer 5, on selecting and buying tools, explains - even unwittingly - heavy, especially on the larger 
farther how the shapes of these tools relate to their sculpture tools. The shoulder workis with the fermle 
function, and mcludes a drscussion of orher consider- to stop the sharp tang forcing itsgvay into the wood 
atim whch need to be taken Into accounr before of the handle. &torically the shoulder predates the 
buying any tools (see pages 80-96). ferrule, because makmg metal tubes was 

not easy. 
Some carvers and manufacturers Lnsert a hard 

SHOULDERS leather or mbber washer between the shouIder and 
the handle to smooth &us transmission of energy 
(Fig 2.65), but t h s  is not actually necessary with a 

FUNCTION properly fitting shoulder. 

The shoulder of a woodcarving tool, sometimes 
referred to as the bolster or stop, is the protuberance 
in the shank of the blade where the tang penetrates 
the handle. The word bolster seems to be used hdre 
In the same way we use rhe word elsewhere, meamng 
'a cushion or pad'. 

The flatness of the shoulder, as it meets the wood, 
prevenm the tang being drrven further into the handle 
and splitt~ng it. The shoulder is, rn effect, a sort of 
jomnt. It i s  particularIy important when a carving tool, 
such as a large gouge, is struck with a mallet: the 
impact of a blow on the handle arrives at, and is 
taken almost entirely by, the shoulder (Fig 2.64). The 
force pushes on Into the blade itself. The tang is not Fig 2-65 
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y only necessary, as is the fermle, when there is a 
ger of splitt~ng the handle Light tools, wh~ch are 
worked fairly delicately by hand, do not need the 
d protection of the shoulder and ferrule as the 
ures on them are small (Fig 2.66). However, one 
Important feature of these shoulderless tools is 
the end of the tang is squared off - this helps 

ever, avoid the dangers of overusmg t h ~ s  tech- 

tools, as thls can lead to splitting the handle, d 
end~ng the tool or breaklng its edge. 

45 

Fig 2.66 TyplcaUy, 
shouldprless took are 
hghtwerght and are used fov 
fn~shrng and dehcate work 

E g  2.67 Tk flat end w 
the tang ofa shoulderless 
tool (z~ght) acts m a 
similar way to 4 shoulder, 
~nhibiting the split tin^ of 
the handk 
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CORRECT SHAPE more care over the forming of the shoulders, and the 
tool as a whole, than do others (Figs 2.69 and 2.70). 

The shoulder is formed quite early M when the ,tool The main features of a correctly shaped shoulder 
is made, and it seems that the forming is often hurried are as follows: 
in the rush to get on with making the blade itself. . The metal in with he handle 
A look at  a broad range of carving tools will ve~lfi- should be (Fig 2.71), It is not uncommon to 
this - the shoulders come in all shapes and sizes have handles without f e d s ,  relying entirely on 
(Fig 2.68). They may be too large and overhang the the flatness of the shoulder to prevent the wood 
ferrule; sometimes they are ridiculously small and splitring.. 
only the ferrule prevenrs them pushing, cone-like, 
into the woodi sometimes they are badly offset to one The metal of the shoulder should be disuibuted 

side. But, to be fair, some manufacmers take a lot equally, and evenly, around the shank. 

:ea 
.* b I 

Fig 2.68 Dtfferent manufacturers shape the shoulders of them tools m d~ferent ways, some d z n g  
more care dun others 



B I 

The shoulder size should relate to the size of the 
tool - larger tools needing appropriately larger 
shoulders. The shoulder should not overhang the 
ferrule - although this latter point can have as 
much to do with the handle being too s%$s 

the shoulder being too large. 

m 

I A beadfully forged ~Mlder'with agoadsize a d  
e. seated well on the hdndl~ 

I 
Fig 2.70 1 he same shoulder from the ha& s&; zt 1s 
&our that houble has been taken m the shap~ng I 

TANGS 

The tang 1s the means whereby the blade ~tself can be 
fitted wlth something more comfortable and 
amenable to the hand than steel (Flg 2 72). The word 
tang comes, through Danlsh, from the Old Norse 
word tun@, meanlng a point or splke. In dlalect, tang 
has also referred to a serpent's tongue and an msect's 
sting, and, mnterestingly, connotes a penetrating taste. 

The use of a tang is only one option, however. 
Another method, better m some ways but ~nvolving 
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Fig A strong, straaght, welCmade and purposeful tang 

more labour and materials, is to form a conical socket 
into whlch the handle is fitted Thcs seems to have 
been qulte a common method in the Bronze Age, 
when casting the socket was part of casting the tool 
~tself. You can see examples of these tools, along wlth 
tanged chisels and gouges, m the Nat~onal Museum of 
Wales, Card~ff. As early as the Iron Age, when the 
forglng of tools had just started, socketed gouges were 
being made - one of these can be seen at the Lake 
Vdlage Museum in Clastonbury, wlth a handle turned 
m oak. The Egypnans and Romans, whose tools can be 
seen tn many museums, also commonly used sockets 
as well as tangs on then chlsels. Depictlorn of 
medleval woodcarvers - cncluding those carved on 
m~setrcords, whlch must have been made by people 
who knew about these thlngs - invanably show sock- 
eted gouges. The socket probably fell out of favour 
eventually because a tang 1s less labour-mtenstve to 
make. However, the socketed blade can still be seen 
in heavy chlsels used to cut mortlse-type woodworking 
joints, and m wheelwnghts' and sh~pwr~ghts' c h ~ e l s  
(Fig 2.73), sometimes found In second-hand tool 
shops; m the USA it is still quite common for general 
woodwork. Some Chinese and Japanese chisels have 
both sockets and tangs. 

The socket, mergmg mto the blade, gives a much 
stronger tool that can be repeatedly and forcefully 
snuck - conslder that a 1Xm (38mm) gouge may only 
have a %m (13mm) shoulder and a Km (6mm) tang 
behlnd it. The strength accorded by the socket was 

LATERIALS & EQJIPMENT 

Fig 2.73 A socketed sh~@might's chzsel w~th  an won em 

femrk; such a strong socket WE take far more pum5hment 
than a tang 

originally Important when the metal of the blade had 
poor edge-keeping qualities and the woodwork was 
monumental - heavy work by roday's standards. 

Before damp-proofing, tools were more prone to 
rust, especially in the tang, which is hidden away in 
the handle. If oak was used for the handle, as it fre- 
quently seems to have been, the tannin in it would 
react wlth the Iron of the tang when moisture was 
around. Thls corrosion of the tang, even when the 
handle is not oak, is still seen quire often in old tools 
that have not been kept cn dry cond~tions. A socket, 
bemg a bigger mass of metal, resists thcs corrosion for 
much longer. 

The socker is, therefore, tougher both mechanl- 
cally and in its ablhty to resist the effects of tlme and 
damp. Early toolmakers would have apprectated that 
- bearmg tn mmd the effort involved m m h g  lager, 
heavier tools - socketed handles were a better mvest- 
ment of effort. 

Sockets are still common In many cultures today, 
but they do make tools heavter. When it comes to 
smaller srzes, though, the socket tends to merge mto 
the handle and produce an elegant tool. Should you 
come across any of the old heavy-duty socketed tools, 
remember that they can be reshaped into large, very 
tough gouges for sculpture. 

Another optcon, cnstead of usrnga tang or a socket, 
B not to have a wooden bandle at all. The whole tool 
can be made from a bar of steel - like a stonecarving 
chisel - and is struck with a metal hammer. 
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The metal part form~ng the 'handle' can be made 
more comfortable by btndlng it with a leather thong 
or some type of cane. This way of mak~ng carving 

tools IS qulte useful rf you are makmg your own, 
as there IS stgnlficantly less effort rnvolved m worklng 
a blade Into one end of a slmple bar of metal. Tnts 
can be of particular importance in countries where 
energy is constdered more prectous than it IS m the 
industrial~zed world, and it 1s m these cultures that 
this sort of tool is most common. 

TYPES 
There are two types of tang: tapered and parallel. 

I Both types are most commonly square m sectton, but 
the ~arallel ones are sometmes round (Fig 2.74). i 
These requtre slightly d~fferent approaches when it . . 

comes to fitttng them lnto the handle (see pages Fig 2.75 The parallel, round ulng is unusual and does not 
69-70). The comers of the normal square-sect~on 'bzte' the wood hke square-secnmd tangs in dus case the 
tang bind Into the wood and stop the handle tumlng tang, and shauldPr, are shong and well made, so there 
on the blade A round tang cannot bite the wood in should be no probkm p r o d n g  the rang gnps the hole in the 
the same way, and is therefore not as good (Ftg 2.75). ha& nghtly enough 

Fig 2.74 i n  general there 

me three types of tang, of 
whzh the square tapenng 
m t  a the most common 

I 
Cross section 
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A tang can be made well or badly, w ~ t h  some manu- 
facturers pedormmng better than others. The tang has 
several Important functions - often disregarded - and, 
hke the shoulder, the shape of the tang may cause it 
to function effic~ently or mefficlently. 

The tang must be made without too many 
lumps and bumps, and should be straight 

The tang must allow the handle to be fitted. Some 
carvers try to protect the tang from rust by soaking it 
in oil and pourlng a httle more Into the hole before 
actually fitting the handle. 

1 

The tang must be in a straight line with the 
rest of the blade 

This, if nothing else, is bound to affect the feel of the 
tool in your hand. From the arm, the hand grips the 
handle of the gouge in a straight line of intention. 
This intention wants to be carried straight through to 
the cutting edge without veering away to one side. 
Some carvers do put up with tools whose handles are 
bent at an angle to their blades; only when the 
handle and blade have been lined up correctly do 
they realize how .much more satisfying the tool feels 
in this condition. 

The tang must not be bent at an angle 

I have seen this angle as much as 20" out of true. If 
such a gouge 1s struck h e a d y  w ~ t h  a mallet, even 
with a good shoulder and ferrule, the bend can - 
become gradually worse and the tool may threaten to 

break (Fig 2.76). The tang, shoulder and shank are 
made of a softer-tempered, less brittle metal com- 
pared with the blade itself. This is quite deliberate, 
allowing the impact of a blow to be absorbed and 
transmitted through the metal without its breaking 
under the stress. Should there be some angling away 
from the central axis of the tool already, there will be 
a tendency for the softer metal to bend further. 
Bending can also happen when the tool is used inap- 
propriately like a small crowbar, to lever pieces of 
wood away (Fig 2.77). 

MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

e 

I 
Fxg 2.76 Where the tang IS  bent at an angle to the ans of rn 
the blade, some of the mallet blow or dnwrng force wrll go &I 
Into k m n g  the tool - posstbly bendrng a jbrther 

a 
The tang should not be offset 4 
The tang is correctly aligned when it runs down the 1 

central axis of the shank and blade If it IS parallel to 3U 
this axls but offset to one side (Fig 2 78), fittlng a B. 
handle without the shoulder overhanging the ferrule i 
becomes more difficult Thls fault also affects the feel UP 

of the tool, as mentioned above a 
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-- - I Fig 2.77 A good way to b e d  the tang or break, the blade u to use t k  tad to lrur away pzecer of wood 

Fig 2.78 A stracghtedge apphed to the photograph wcU 
demonsmte how far the tang IS from true 

The tang should be of a size and shape 
appropriate to the work that the tool can 
reasonably be expected to do 

The tang should not be too short and fat, as thls 
provldes l~t t le  purchase on the handle and ~nterferes 
w ~ t h  the shoulder, nor should it be too long or th~n 
m a larger tool, as this may be a polnt of weakness 
(Fig 2.79). 

Fig 2.79 When we get to carwing tools of thu sire - 2%in 
(65mm) - a  tang only %in (6mm) w& IS begnncng to look 
a lmk mnadeqnte, and a socket mcght be a better ophrm 
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Hg 2.80 summarues some of the faults to be avo~ded. 
There can also be a problem wlth tangs molder tools 
whlch are partly, or completely, rusted away. All 
mmght not be lost: see the sectlon on second-hand 
tools m Chapter 5 (pages 95-6). 

If you ever have occaslon to buy tools without 
handles, carefully Inspect the tang along mth the rest 

Fig 2.80 Some faults 
commonly found in  tangs: 
(a) angled with respect to 
the axis of the blah; (b) I 

~arallel to the axis but 
I ofset  to one side; (c) too 

1. , 
short, with not enough - - 1 
shoulder; (d) too long and ; ; 
thin for the size of  the blade! 

- 
MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

of the tool, bearlng all the above polnts ~n mmd. 
Some faults can be corrected, but where they cannot 
- or perhaps you do not feel you should have to cor- 
rect them - return the tool with the appropriate 

explanat~on and politely ask for a better one. Puctmng 
up w ~ t h  manufacturing faults does nobody any favours 
m the long run. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HANDLES 

OVERVIEW 

The prevlous chapter started by looking at carving 
tools from the end furthest away from us: the blade 
and shank. Then we turned to the shoulder and tang. 
Now we come to the nearest part of the whole took 
the handle, whlch is often undervalued. 

Supplying tools wlth fitted handles is a phenom- 
enon of mass production over the last 100 years or so. 
There 1s at least one advantage: 1f the tool is supplied 
already 'handled' and - as the tendency is today - 
already 'sharpened', then, m theory at least, you can 
consider yourself up and runnmg for the nearest plece 
of wood. 

Carvers used to buy the11 tools d a n d l e d ,  w ~ t h  
lust the steel blade and its naked tang. Unhandled 
tools can st~ll  be bought from some supphers. The 
carver would then make and fit a handle personally. 
Thls was usually from a square plece of wood, subse- 
quently shaped to an octagonal section and without a 
ferrule. This meant that - depending on the wood to 
hand and the mood of the carver - the handles would 
all be drstmct. Wrthout the ferrules the handles may 

not have lasted as long, but replacing them would not 
have been considered a problem. OId handles of a 
factory-made type often show a variety of marks, glyphs 
or notches where the carver tried to make some tool 
handles stand out from others. 

Today, manufacturers rarely provlde more than 
three sues of handle, all exactly the same shape, for 
the whole range of thelr carvmg tools. In fauness, this 
is probably as much as they may reasonably be ex- 
pected to provide, as they are primarily makers of 
carvlng tools, not handles. 

Factory-made handles are therefore convenient, 

but all the handles are more or less the same; hand- 
made handles involve additional effort, but the result I 

is more individual and personal. This needs to be 1 
1 

considered a l~ttle further, because there are defin~te 1 
advantages to handmade handles, making the addl- I 
tional effort worrhwh~le. The handle makes the tool 
more comfortabIe m the hand, but there 1s more to it 
than that. 

The  handle lies between the blade, which works 
the wood, and yourself, who duects the canring. Its 
very name describes its funct~on: ~t is the b ~ t  you 
Onandle' and actually hold in your hand (Flg 3.1). 
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Fig 3.1 This is what the 'hand-k' u about 

Lylng as it does between the blade and you, it must 
have a relationship not only to the slze and shape of 
the blade, but also to the hand or hands holdlng rt. 
The handle plays a vltal role ln establlshmg the corn- 
fort, strength, efficlency, balance and 'feel' of the 
whole tool. A tool may be perfectly sharpened but 
st111 not 'feel rlght' it slts awkwardly m the hand; per- 
haps it IS not one to whlch you feel attracted. Thls m 
rurn wlll affect hhw you came, in anything from a 
subtle to a significant way. 

It 1s not the tools themselves wh~ch declde 
whether a carvlng is successful or not - a whole array 
of mental factors and attmtudes surrounding the act of 
carving Itself come into play as well. A tool appears to 
respond to the amount of effort, even love, that is put 
Into as care. Such an attitude of care and attention to 
the tools feeds INO rhe process of carvmng. It 1s hard 
to abuse a beautiful tool, one Into whlch a lot of care 
and effort has been put. I t  1s as if the tool draws your 
best effort towards itself. Carving tools are the vehicles 
through wh~ch creativity and pleasure flow. A carver 
absorbed In carving wl l  forget the tools - at this 
polnt you are working d~rectly with the wood, with- 
out any tool m the way (Fig 3.2). 

Thls 1s the first reason for making your own tool 
handles, or at least some of them. you are mak~ng the 
tool personal m a way which 1s not possible w~th  the 

Fig 3.2 Effmtkss cmwng by ~JE great masm 
R~emenschneuIer. St Barbara (Bayerisches Nanonalmweum, 
Munich) carved about 1515 m limewood 

blade itself. After all, it 1s your hand on the handle, 
not a mass-produced, average hand. Bes~des th~s,  
there are several other reasons for not buying factory- 
made handles: 

A mass-produced handle looks like every other 
mass-produced handle 

It is qulte possible t o  have 40, 50 or more carving 
tools arrayed on the bench and at work. Every carv- 
ing tool that you possess may be on the bench among 
wood ch~ps, sawdust, penclls and other tools In such 
cases slmllarlty between gouges and chlsels can cause 
confus~on and lrrltation (Fig 3.3). It is Important for 
efficlency and contmulty of purpose that ~ndlv~dual 
tools are readlly recognized and plcked up. This 1s 
accomplished far more eastly d the shape, sue, type 
of wood or colour of the handles IS vaned (Flg 3.4). 
It helps to dlstmgutsh at leasr some of the handles 
on your carving tools, even if you do not do it for 
all of them. 
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Fig 3.3 Although there n 
notlung 'wrong' wrth the 
handles m themselves, 
when such mass-produced 
hnndles are aligned on the 
bench, the~r szmzlar 
appearance can be 
confusing 

Fig 3.4 D~fferently shaped 
handles, also In drfferent 
types and colours of wood, 
make tools more 
immediately recognizable 
on the bench 



WOODCARVING TOOLS 

The w e r d l  length of the tool can be controlled 
by varying the length of the handle 

For example, a particularly shoa tool can be given a 
better overall workmg length - and a longer useful 
life - by mcreasing the length of the handle (Fig3.5). 
Another example would be fitting anextm-long h- 
die to a large flat gouge; this gives the tool greater slic- 
mg leverage and speed for cleaning and finishing 
backgrounds (Fig 3.6). 

ATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

The handle can be mited to both the hand 
and the blade 

Because ofthe limxted range of mass-produced handles 
compared with the large vanety of carvmg-tool 
shapes and sizes, such handles can often be entirely 
the wrong size or shape for the tool. Smce hands vary 
as well, the handle may alsa be uncomfortable. 

The handle of a sculpture gouge needs to be 
gripped comfortab1y and held easily for long perrods 
There are shapes which are more sufced to mallet 
work, tendmg to bind into the hand berm and not 
sliding &mu& (Figs 3.7 and 3-8). 

Fig3.5 i t  is poss~ble to lengthen a short tool to thre m I  
overall length by means of a cwtom-made handle 

Fig 3.7 This des~gn of handle which I have developed fm 

sculptwe gouges . . 

e 3 . 6  The extra-long handle on one of Lhese shallow 
,ptp fmlitates the flattenmng of backgrounds 

z l ~ o  the hand well. 
hl ILW im te~tdi ru gn11 
nurre firmly mla~~r 
i ~ t h t ~  ryp~s 



aattening one side of the handle of a straight 
uge, the handle can be lowered that little bit 
tra, which gains vital access for the cutting edge in 
hollow when a bent tool of the same shape is 

IMPROVING BOUGHT 
HANDLES 

iht  handles very often h@&,:gthi& layer i f  varnish 

e - these are often found at the very end of an 
tagonal handle (Fig-3.10). Octagonal handles are 
od shapes for setting down on an inclined plane - 
instance, when lettering a panel - as they do not 
so easily; but end comers, if they are not softened, 

ork into the palm of the pushing hand. 
rnish can be removed with sandpaper, followed 

d or sanded away. This allows you to take some 

DLES 

control over some of the qualit~es of your cawing-tool 
handles - the next step would be to make your own 
handle from the begmnning. 

If you have quite a lot of tools w ~ t h  mass-produced 

handles, consider remaking the handles a few at a 
time, starting with favourite tools. You may be able to 
see some ways of reshaping or altering the existing 
handles to make them more personal, distinctive or 
better-functioning. 

It is not difficult to your ow 'h-d-figieS fb;r 
woodcarving tools, and the time invested is not much 

compared to the years over which you may be using 
them. Once the importance of handle quality is real- 
ized, no further encouragement will be necessary. 

Of course, there is nothing to stop you going 
stramght ahead w ~ t h  mass-produced handles and pro- 
ducing wonderful cawmgs. At the end of the day 
handles are not camngs, only part of the means 

towards that end. What I am tlymng to promote here 
is an attitude of positive regard for carving toolsi 
in the hope that this attitude-will make the cawin@ 
itself more satisfying and successful. This attitude or 
approach works with creative potential, rather thaa 
against it. 

- .  
a glob on the ferrule. Removing it may make Fig 3.10 Ocragowl handles can haue quite sharp comers 

r h  more comfortable (top); round them ousr to make them more comfortable 
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SHAPES AND hands, and so on. There is a latge degree of free 

IDENTIFICATION chove, wtth no hard-and-fast rules, but here are some 
useful guidelines: 

From the ~llustrations m thts chapter it can be seen SIZE 
that handles can have many possible shapes - some 
very tradit~onal, some a ltttle more unusual. When A good overall lengtb for a woodcarving tool is 
you come to choose the shape and m e  of handle, you somewhere between 9 and lOm (225-251)mm), 
mll need to bear in mind the shape and size of the so you need to adjust the length of handle to suit 
blade to which the handle will fit, the 'toughness' of Around 4-5m (100-125mm) for the handle is 

- - - 
4-51n (100-125mm) 4-51n (100-125mm) 

9-101n (225-250mm) 

Fig3.11 The overall length of a cariinx tool w~ll inwolue a balance beteveen the len& of the blode and that of t h ~  handle 

I be caned to suct the tool or the user 
I 

I 
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Fig 3.13 Roughly the same sqe of tool, fitted w ~ t h  d~fferent 
sges and shapes of h d k  by different manufacturers. The 
chee  comes down to ~nd~endunl preference 

The width of the handle w usually %lin 
(22-25mm) at its maxlmum polnt, but should be 
larger for bigger hands (Fig 3.13) 

Fig - ._ . Some cIass~c handle shupes 

DLES 

SHAPE (Figs 3.14 and 3.15) 

Large gouges need larger, heavier handles. 

Thin, delicate gouges suit longer, thinner 
handles. 

Short, small gouges can have the length of the 
blade made up i~ the length of the handle 

A carving tool that is struck a lot with a mallet 
mlght be held better with a more wedge-shaped 
handle - a shape which grips into the hand. The 
wedge does not want to be too conical; this m 
itself can feel uncomfortable. Fatter, barrel-like 
shapes tend to pop out of the hand. The 
concavity of a wedge-and-ball, London pattern 
or pattern-maker's handle (bottom right m Flg 
3.12) garns a good purchase for the first finger 
and thumb. 

Make sure thme are no hard comers to d ~ g  Into 
the palm of the hand that is pushmg the handle. 
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HANDLES 

A tool used for light work will probably not need 
a fermle, or even a shoulder. However, make 
sure the handle LS made from tlght, straight- 
grarned wood. 

A larger tool, domg more work, wtll benefit from 
a ferrule at the tang end to make sure the wood 
does not split here. 

If the tool is expected to take a great deal of 
pounding from the mallet, an additional ferrule 
on the top end of the handle will cause it to last 
longer, preventing the wood splrtt~ng and 
mushroomrng out. 

WOODS 

Handles need a resiltent hardwood with close, 
straight gram, that has been properly sasoned (defi- 
nitely not green) Certain factors are important in 
determining the suttabilicy of a ptece of wood to be 
used for maktng handles 

Wood can erther be taken from near the centre of the 
tree (heartwood), or towards the outside (sapwood). 
The wood taken from towards the outstde, even 
though the tree is sttll called a hardwood, can be soft 

and open-gramed. Wood for handles should be taken 
from the tougher heartwood, although not from the 
actual centre of the tree. This would be the toughest, 
hardest option. Some woods, lrke ash or hrckory, have 
a natural reslltence or sprmginess. 

STRAIGHT GRAIN 

The gram of the handle should run along as axis, 
not dtagonally across tt, even m part. Thts IS espe- 
c~ally important if a mallet is to be used: cross gram 
m the handle can split from a blow on the end 
(Ftg 3 31. Uneven, difficult grain can also create 
problems when fitting the tang into the handle. 
Knots may be a problem, dependmg on where they 
are, thelr size, and whether they are 'Lve' or 'dead'. 
They can be an attractive feature, as can burled 
(burred) wood, but you need to be careful when using 
the mallet 

CLOSE GRAIN 

Trees which have grown very qutckly produce broad 
annual rings and relatively light, soft wood - the 
heartwood can be as soft as the sapwood. Use a tight, 
close gram, where the tree has grown slowly. Usually 
it is lust a matter of selecttng and putting aside odd 
bits of wood for use as handles when you need them. 

The following list, which is by no means complete, 
may be useful in selectrng wood for a handle: 

susceptible to sphttzng, 
especially when a mallet 
is used 
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9 For tools smck heavily wlrh a mallet: box, ash, TANG FERRULES 
h~ckory, pau marfan. 

Such ferrules rernforce the wood agalnst the t q  
For tools occastonally struck wrth a mallet: any of bemg driven, spike-l~ke, into the end grain. When 
the above, plus beech, well-seasoned oak, force is exerted sideways on the blade, the ferrule p e  
kuitwood (such as cherry, apple or plum), maple, vents the handle splrtting. More delicate 
sycamore, hornbeam. tools, and those wlth good, flat shoulders, do nm 
For tools rarely or never struck with a mallet: any actually need a ferrule - although one ts often fitted 
of the above, plus rosewood, teak, mahogany. to the handle as a matter of course. 

Manufacmred fermles are normally made of bras  
which resists s~etching and does not corrode. If yco 

FERRULES cannot buy purpose-made, loose ferules, then a 
strong plping or tube with walls about % e X i i ~  
(1.5-3mm) thick mll s~bstimte. A short tnp to a 

A ferrule IS a metal collar b~ndmng the end of a handle scrap yard or metal supplter's wlll produce enough fez- 
to strengthen the wood against splitting. The word rule metal to last a lifettme. 
itself relates both to the Latmferrum, meaning 'iron', The size of the tang fermle should relate to the sin 
and to the Old French arelie, meaning 'a bracelet'. of the blade, particularly its shoulder and tang (Eg 
Many terms show the great importance of the 3.18). The shoulder can rest on the edge of rhe fa- 
Norman and French ~nfluence both on stonecawing mle, but an overhanging shoulder ts uncomfonablr 
and woodcarving in Br~tam. The amount of wood between tang and femle shod3 

The fertule can be fitted at elther the tang end be neither too great, in whtch case the wood g r v s  
(a tang ferrule), or the free end of the handle (an nor too ltttle (for Instance, d the fermle 1s very th~ckl, 
end ferrule). in whrch case this part of the handIe is weakened. 

An overhang 18 

Shouldei flush wlth 

Small shoulder in the Punched depiess~on 
wood of the handle 

I 
to  prevent sllpplng 

Fig 3.18 The rehhon of 
the shoulder or bolster to 1 ' I 

the ferrule J 
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One important feature of a ferrule is that it has a 
bevel on the inside of one end. This end is offered to 
the wood of the handle, which is made a touch over- 
size. When it is tapped home, the inside bevel pinches 
the wood tightly and the ferrule compresses the wood, 
m it will not work loose if the handle eventually 
shrinks a little (Fig 3.19). 

- 3.21 A jawourite shoul .... .... >eneft., 1 a 
lovely bit of ferrule improvisation 

' Manufactured handles today sometimes have an 
internal ferrule, which may be visible only when the 
blade is removed (Fig 3.20). Home-made handles 
may be protected against splitting in a variety of ways 
(Fig 3.21). 

When a mallet is used, the top of the handle takes a 
great deal of punishment and is easily damaged (Fig 
3.22). It is sometimes possible to salvage a damaged 
handle by paring away the broken part, or by gluing 
splits before they develop too far (Fig 3.23). 

E g  3.20 Internal ferrules hke tlus are mostly found on the 
mass-produced handles ojconhnental Europe The offset 
hak m this example a not mtent~onal 

Fig 3.22 Repeated mallet blows may eventually split pieces 
off the end of the handle 
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Fig 3.23 Damage to the 
end of the handle may be 
tnmmed off (topop) or glued 
The czrclip on the lower 
handle was an emergency 
repazr to allow the doomed 
handle to be used a whzle 

I 
longer 

If a tool is going to be struck heavily with a mallet, 
the life of the handle will be considerably extended 
by banding the free end with a thick fenule (Figs 3.24 
and 3.25). This needs to be thicker-walled than a 
tang ferrule, and preferably made of iron. Many types 
of piping will be suitable. 

I 
With a steel or iron ferrule on the end of a large 

sculpture gouge, a soft-metal dummy mallet, such as 
is used by stonecarvers, can be used instead of the 
normal wooden mallet. This sort of mallet is made of 
soft, annealed iron and has the advantage that a good 
weight is possible without bulking up the size. 

Fig 3.24 
gages fa 
ferrules 

Fig 3.25 
f e d  car 
after week 

TWO scu~pr 

ed with end 

Even an iri 
tuselfbwri  
s of hard nu 
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MAKING AND FITTING 
FERRULES 

Mark the selected rube and cut it squarely wlth a 
hacksaw or a pipe cutter. Clean up and remove any 
burrs on a benchstone or gr~nding wheel. (Be careful 
here: gr~p the tube m self-locking Mole gr~ps, and 
apply it lightly to the slde of the wheel.) An  mnside 
bevel can be formed wlth a round file or a small, con- 
ical grind~ng wheel, such as chose des~gned to fit Into 
an electr~c dr1I1. 

For a tang ferrule, the end wood of the handle, 
onto whmch the shoulder of the blade sits, should fin~sh 
flush and square wlth the free edge of the ferrule. 
Flatten the end wood wmth a sanding block after t!+e 
farule is fitted. 

For an end fenule, allow the wood to extend a 
little way out of the metal tube. With use the wood 
will eventually mushroom over, tak~ng the metal of 
the ferrule w ~ t h  it, givmg rlse to less wear and tear on 
the mallet. You may like to start this process by plan- 
ish~ng over the comers wrth a hammer first 

When any type of femle is fitted, a should butt 
onto a l~ttle shoulder formed mn the wood (whlch 
must be made at the same tlme as the handle), just 
mde enough to merge the wood comfortably with 
the metal. 

Sometimes, as an added precaution, a centre 
punch IS used to make one or two depressions m the 
side of the ferrule - this locks it on m case the wood 
shrmks or the femle works loose. 

MAKING HANDLES 

The hole into whlch the tang w~ll fit must be al~gned 
along the central axis of the handle (Fmg 3.26). To 
achmeve this, bore the hole fust, wharever shape of 
handle you are makmng. If the hole is first made true, 
and rhe  shape then worked around the hole, the tang 
-and the blade - wrll al~gn correctly along the handle 
(provided the tang IS true to the blade) 

I t  1s also helpful, but not necessary, to start wlth a 
square-sectioned plece of wood wh~ch is a httle over- 
size and overlength. The wood does not need to be 

Fig 3.26 Accurate bonng is needed zf ,.- ,A is  to be 
concenmc with the ha& 

planed, but can be accurately bandsawn; a little care 
taken over the initial accuracy of the blank makes the 
following stages easier. Mark the centres at each end 
of the wood by drawing diagonally across the comers, 
and use a point to punch a small starting depression 
at the point of intersection; this will prevent the drill 
bit wandering as it starts to bite. Once you have a 
squared-up, centred block, you can bore the hole. 

Whether the tang is tapermg or parallel m section, it 
helps to drill an accurate pllot hole first, no more 
than Xm (3mm) in d~ameter. It can then be enlarged 
w ~ t h  a drill of the appropnate dlameter to fit the tang. 

If you have a parallel round tang, make the final 
hole an exact tight fit along its whole length. 

For a parallel square tang, bore the hole to a slze 
which is halfway between the d~agonal of the 
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square and one of its sides (Fig 3.27). Test the fit 
of the hole first on a piece of scrap wood. The 
comers of the tang bite and lock into the wood 
of the hole. 

For a tapered tang, bore a guiding pilot hole 
about %m (3mm) in diameter and use the 'twist' 
method of fitting the handle which is described 
later (page 70). This method also works for 
parallel square tangs, though it is not possible to 
adjust the angle of the handle in the process, as 
you can with a tapered tang. If the wood 1s 
something like box, with a propensity for 

Measurement across diagonal . . . 

would produce too big a hole 

The tang hole has to be about halfway 
between the two 

Measurement across width of tanq . . 

would oroduce too small a hole 

Fig 3.27 Estimating the correct size of hok  for a parallel 
square tang 

MATERIALS B EQUIPMENT 

splittmng, then enlarge the hole to about a thud 
of its depth by boring with a la%er drill. Take a 
measurement of the diagonal of the tapenng tang 
a third of the way down from the shoulder, and 
make the diameter qf the second dr~l1. 

There are various ways; to bore the hole accuratek 
The easiest method (whether you we intending tn 
turn the handle or not) is to bore the hole on a lathe 
the wood automat~cdly lmes up axldy between the 
centres (see opposite). 

The next-best method is to use a ~11lar dnll, which 
n, in effect, a lathe turned vertically. The handk 
needs to be algned correctly uslng a simple jig. Pass a 

screw perpend~cularly through a place of p l y w d  
MDF (medium-density fibreboard), etc. Clamp th 
plate to the pillar*dnll cable so that the drill hi 
descends dead on the point of the screw. 

To use the jtg, place the centre of one end of tk 

wooden blank onto the screw point and lock the pib 
l a  drill to &ran a little above the other end. For the 
pilot h l e  of %in (3mm), you can hold the wood in 
position wirh one hand and lower the drill with the 
other. Clear rhe hole of sawdust regularly and the= 
will be lirrle prohiem with the wood twisting in your 
grip. If some clamping method is available with the 
drill, then do use ~ t .  

If you have neither lathe nor prllat drill, bore the 
hole uslng an ordiiary wheel brace (hand drill) rn 
a hand-held electrlc drill. The problem still remaim 
of how to bore the hole true; the tried methods of a 
helper's eye, or a setsquare placed as a guide on  the 
bench next to the dnlliig, can work well here. In am 
w e ,  it 1s best to bore the hole while the wood i s  over- 
me; ~t can then be titted partway on to rhe tang and 
the axis of blade marked on it before shaping. 

Once the ptlot hole has been drilled, the size d 
the hole can be incrementally enlarged as necess- 
Hold the wood in a vice and allow each bxt to folios 
the hole made by the  receding one. 

SHAPING THE HANDLE 

OCTAGONAL HANDLES 
Tiy and get these as accurate as possible, although 
what really matters is the feel of the handle - test thir 

66 
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often. There should be enough w~dth of wood remam- 
mng at the tang end for any shoulder to seat correctly 
Bore the hole first, bear~ng mn m~nd  my earher com- 
ments on the shape of the tang (pages 49-52). 

@ Start w ~ t h  a square plece of wood, accurately 
sawn (and planed if possible), w ~ t h  the centres 
marked at each end. 

Q Draw the profile of the handle on one face of 
the wood and cut the waste off cleanly using a 
bandsaw or coplng saw 

@ Use adhesive tape or mask~ng tape to reattach 
the blts sawn off and, turnlng the wood over 
90°, draw the profile agam. 

@ Saw off the waste a second time and you sho;ld 
end up wlth a four-slded profile of the final 
handle. 

@ Smooth the faces squarely wlth a spokeshave, 
rasp, file, etc. 

Q Chamfer the comers by eye In the same way to 
glve the eight sldes I t  may be helpful to make a 
V-shaped cradle to hold the handle securely, as 
shown rn Fmg 3.36 (page 72). 

@ Octagonal handles, as mentioned before, 
normally do not have femles If you do want to 

fit one, it rs either a job for the lathe, or a 
matter of parlng or rasplng the wood Into shape. 

@ Sand the handle smooth; round over the end 
that wlll push mto the palm of your hand, and 
seal the wood as for the turned handle described 
below. 

TURNED HANDLES 

Bore the hole first, w ~ t h  the drlll b ~ t  held in a 
Jawbs chuck at the drlve end of the lathe. Use 
a slow speed, and feed the wood from the 
tallstock to the necessary depth (Flg 3.28). 
Mark the depth of the varlous dr~ll b~ts  w ~ t h  
masking tape. If several handles are belng made, 
bore them all as one procedure. 

Q Remove the wood and the Jacobs chuck fiom 
the lathe, and fit the normal dnve centre. 
Reverse the wood on to the lathe so the polnt 
of the revolving centre 1s in the hole, and 
tlghten up. 

@ Rough the handle to a cylinder, then move In 
the toolrest as close as possible. 

@ Fmt the ferrule next; mark its length and a lmttle 
extra on the end of the wood. Uslng a square 
chisel and callipers, carefully reduce the wood 



Fig 3.29 Sizing down to a 

close f t for the fermle 
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to the attslde diameter of the ferrule, keeping down to the femle, but leave it a shade proud 
the shoulder square (Fig 3.29). Stop the larhe where they meet - a definite, but small, shoulder 
and try pushing on the ferrule; remember to should remain. 
offer the end of the ferrule wlrh the Inside bevel 
to the wood. @ Sand the handle and then burmsh with 

shavmgs. The wood can be left like thrs, 
By trial and error, creep up on a final diamerer acquiring the natural patcna of use, or sealed 
where the ferrule pushes on tlghtly. You may with a coat of teIlulose lacquer, vamrsh or 
need to rake the handle off the lathe and, with 
the ferrule on the edges of a vice or prece of 
tube, tap the ferrule home. 

0 An end fernile, if required, is hued in a similar 
manner. 

Q Now, wlth the f e d e  in place, shape the 
handle. Round the end to fit comfortably in 
your hand. Do nor run the wood completely 

shellac. Cut the sealer back finely. Do not give 
the surface a shiiy or glossy finish: thls makes 
the gnp uncomfortable, slippery and poss~bly 
dangerous, 

@ Use the poinr of a rumer's skew chisel to trim 
back the excess wood at the ferrule end, but 
take care not to cut into the revolving centre 
(Fig 3.30). 

Fig 3.30 Cleanzng the 
end of the fully shaped 
handle wzth the skew 
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@ Part off the handle and remove it from the 
lathe. Hold it m a vice and finish off both ends 
wlth a chtsel and sandpaper. Flatten the hole 
end so that the blade shoulder fits flush to the 
wood. Seal the ends in the same way as the rest 
of the handle. 

@ Finally, punch a locking depression in each side 
of the ferrule - a nail will do for this. A thick 
end ferrule may need a small hole with a nail 
tapped in. 

FITTING HANDLES 

Faults with the blades, and especially the shoulders 
and tangs, need to be corrected as far as possible to 
give the best chance of fitting a handle well. These 
are dealt with in Chapter 4. 

Old carving tools can be found with quite large 
and not particularly accurate holes for the tangs, filled 
with gutta-percha (a resinous gum from a Malayan 
tree). The tang has been pushed accurately into the 
gum which has then set like hard, black horn, fixing 
the blade neatly and securely in position (Fig 3.31). 
This is a trick worth remembering. Modem equiva- 
lents (such as the two-part plastic fillers intended 
for car bodies or wood) will repair a handle, perhaps 

correcting too large a hole, or one that is offset. The 
only snag is that if the tool is struck with a mallet, the 
tang will work loose; but for lighter tools this method 
is quite adequate. 

To knock on a handle, the blade must be held 
properly. If you were to set the blade upright so its 
cutting edge was against a resistant surface and then 
thump on the handle, there would be a problem: the 
tool would have nowhere to travel and, as the energy 
from the mallet blow could not be released, the blade 
might crack. This is particularly true of U-shaped 
blades, where the bevels on either side act as wedges, 
squeezing the sides together. 

Instead, grip the chisel in a vice by the shank of 
the blade, so that the shouMer is supported on the jaws 
of the vice and the tang points straight up in the air 
(Fig 3.32). A metalworking vice with soft metal linings 
is the best sost to use; but a woodworking vice is an 
alternative, if you first pack out and protect any 
wooden linings with scrap hardwood. 

Fig 3.31 An old carwrg tool m wh~ch the blade has been 
fitted to the handle w~th gutwpercha 

Fig 3.32 Toft a handle, hold the tool so that the 
shoulder rests on, and a gnpped by, the jaws of a w e ,  wrth 
the tang vertical 
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The other point to mentron is not to thump too 
freely, but take the fitting of the handle in a relaxed 
and easy way. 

The method varies for parallel and tapered tangs: 

PARALLEL TANGS 

If the holes are the rrgkt size, the parallel tangs, both 
round and square, should knock snatghr on with a 
mallet. 

TAPERED TANGS 

Q Tap the handle, wth its pilot hole, on to the 
tang a lrrtle way then ~ ~ 1 s t  it around both ways 
- the tang 1s bezng used to ream our the hole ' 
(Fig 3.33). 

Fig 3,33 The 'tap and tmt' method of fitnng a handle 

O Tap the handle a little more and twist again. 
Remove the handle and tap out the dust 

@ Keep repeating th~s  process with the handle in 
one hand and the mallet m the other, taking 
the handle off now and then and tapplng out 
the dust. You will fairly quickly get a rhythm, 
and before long wlll have set the handle down 
on the rang to within %in (3mm) of the 
shoulder. 

@ At this pomt clear the dust out one lasr time 
and select which part of the handle - perhaps a 
pleasing bir of grain - you want to appear 
where. More importantly, if the tang and hole 
are at all offset, now is the nme to Iook for 
'compensating errors' - the handle may well fit 
straighter one way than another. 

8 Now tap the handle home, and there should be 
no problem of sphtting. If your tang and holes 
are true, the blade mll be allgned along the axls 
of the handle. 

One final point: the method by wh~hlch the tang is 
heated and burnt into the handle 1s only appropriate 
if a hole cannat be bored and you are really desperate. 
While no doubt it is fun, it also chars the wood inslde, 
allowtng the handle co work loose; it can be messy 
and not mthour its dangers - both to the lungs and to 
a wood-filled workshop; and it can, if care is not 
taken, damage the tempemg of the tool. It 1s also 
much slower than any method described here - all m 
all it is not a technique to be recommended. 

REMOVING HANDLES 

Although problems of sticking do arise with old tools 
and mry tangs, the handle of a woodcarv~ng gouge or 
chisel normally comes off without much difficulty. 
This IS especrally true of tools that have tapered, 
square tangs - these lock securely in place during use, 
but release from the wood fairly easily when requaed. 

For the follow~ng methods of removing handles, 
gr~p the tool in a vrce by a substantially strong part 
such as the shank, just beyond the shoulder. If an 
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~gineer's vice with metal jaws is being used, pack the 
ws with hardwood pieces to protect the blade from 

zing marked. 
Never grip quick gouges - and especially U-shaped 

les - across the blade. The pressure of the vice can 
.ack the metal which, having been hardened and 
:mpered, is more brittle than flexible. 

Iith the blade held firmly in the vice, try the handle 
little while gently twisting it. Sometimes this is all 
lat is necessary. Be careful, as the handle can come 
Y very suddenly; so make sure that nothing is in the 
ay of your elbow as it travels backwards. 

When the shoulder sits tight up to the edge of the fer- 
rule, the wooden wedge cannot get a purchase on the 
handle to knock it off (Fig 3.35). You need to 
approach the joint between the shoulder and the 
wood from the side with a screwdriver or one of your 
less valued chisels, trying to loosen the handle and 
gain enough space to apply the wooden wedge. Be 
careful not to damage the ferrule with the chisel or 
screwdriver. If you do, the ferrule may need filing or 
touching up on a grinding wheel. 

. wedge of hardwood, shaped lik 
ead and long enough to grip, is applied to the ferrule 
it is visible around the shoulder (Fig 3.34). Strike 

le wedge firmly with a mallet. If nothing happens, 

?ply the wedge to the other side of the ferrule and 
:peat. The handle should knock off fairly easily. 
eware, again, that if you are too enthusiastic the I r -% 

% 
andle can diseryagr [run the tang suddenly and L 

~ k e  flight across the workshop. Using an actual Fig 3.35 Probkms in removing the handle may arise when 

rewdrlver for thls purpose can damage the ferrule, the shoulder a very tight to the femle 

h ~ c h  is normally only made of soft brass 

Sometimes warming and drying the handle a little 
with a hair dryer causes it to expand sufficiently to 
release the tane. 

F ,trig a wedge of hardwood to knock c 

thr imrwu. ileep your hand clear of the cutting eagc 

If all else fails -say with an old tool where it is cer- 
tain the tang has corroded and practically bonded 
with the wood - the handle has to be sacrificed. First 
use a hacksaw and pliers to remove the ferrule, saw- 
ing diagonally along its length. Grip the blade in the 

vice by the shank, with the shoulders resting on the 
jaws and the handle straight up. Split the handle from 
the top end using one of your second-best chisels. 
The wood can then be pared away to reveal the tang. 
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FINISH 

Smoorh the handle with h e  sandpaper so ir feels well 
in the hand Sandpaper~ng and blltntshing with 
anather piece of the s m e  wood, or m d  ~ h a v i ~ s ,  U. 

an adequate fi&h in itself, 
A coat of vamish, cellulase lacquer, sanding sealer 

or shellac- mbhed back wtch fine wire wool - can he 
used to seal the wood; thrs can be done on the larhe. 
Th~ck, heavy varnish should be avoided, % it 
becomes unmmfmabk and slippery when rhe hands 
arc: warm. It is not necessarg to wax the handles as, if 
frequently used, the wood namaUy becomes bur- 
nished and aequires tts own patina. Bought handles 
which we already glosdy varnished can be rubb'ed 
back to the wood with s~ridpapet and refinished. 

If woodcarvrng tools are unused for some time, a 
light wipe wrth l imed oil (raw) m rhe handles will 
take care of the wwoodj but be aware that this may 
encoutage mould growth if the tools are scored in 
damp conditions. 

Soaking rhe end of the handle overnight in 
varnish or th i ied  PVA (polymnyl acetate) glue - 
which penetrates rhe end fibres - h d p ~  to k c m e  
the resistance of the wood to damage end spliet~ng 
when it is hit with a mallet. Ch the other hand, there 
may be a danger of skm semiiTivity with handlmg- 

NAME PUNCHES 

It $8 IIM a bad idm to stamp your name on your roo1 
handles, or m some way mark them personally. If you 
have acquired old gouges and chiseb and rntend to 
continue using the handles, then you can add your 
name to any already stamped on. There b a great 
serw of tanttnuiw, seeing took passed though several 
haads and being aware of tonract with a carvet who 
may be long dead. 

Support the handle m a V.+haped trough af wood 
to s o p  it rolZ~ng (Fig3.36). Line up the punch and my 

to mark both s~des of the h d l e  with a single shqc 
mike using a hammer. 

Name -8 (Fig 337) are avatlable by mail 
order frcim anurnher of suppliers; look fixtheit adver- 
tisements in the wadworking magazines. 

- 

Fig 3.37 Hame punches 



CORRECTION 

To Identify the kmds of faults whlch are most 
commonly found in carving tools 

To suggest ways of correcting those faults which can 
be corrected 

L 
A 'fault' in a carving tool may be defined as anything 
that interferes wlth its workmg effic~ency. T h ~ s  might 
include, among other things, the carbon steel being 
of mferior quahty - perhaps wlth unsatisfactory edge- 
keeprng ablhty from the or~gmal tempering; Incorrect 
forging of the shape; or a poorly fining handle. Faults 
may also include poor sharpenmg b u t  more of that 
in Part 11. 

Some varlatlon ~n quahty may not be seen as a 
fault. And faults may, or may not, be someth~ng you 
wish to correct - some matter more than others. I am 
suggesting here that a crltlcal look should be taken at 
your carving tools to see d there is any way of improv- 
mg their performance or feel; or even how they may 
be made more attractive to use. 

Most often the fault lies in the actual shaping 
of the tool when it was forged: in the blade, shank, 
shoulder and tang Some manufacturers consistently 
produce superbly shaped carving tools; orhers, sadly, 

,, do nat. 

At the risk of producrng anecdotal ev~dence, I started 
carvlng with a dozen tools, but m a few months I had 
burlt up a 1u;t of tools that I could usefully carve with. 
I duly sent off an order for about 40 tools to a re- 
putable firm (but one whlch can remaln anonymous). 
When I examlned the tools, I found that I needed to 
send back nearly half of them; d~str~buted among 
these tools were all the fauIts which w~l l  be dealt w ~ t h  
below. The steel and edge-holding properties them- 
selves were excellent, but the shaping of the blades 
was unacceptable. The tools had been carelessly made 
and should not have passed the factory inspection. 
Out of the tools I was sent as replacements, I had to 
return another six.. . 

The faults which follow have occurred both In my 
own tools and those of other carvers, and the reasons 
they may be considered faults -the effect of the fault 
- will be glven. The questlon is whether the 'fault' or 
condition makes a difference to you as the user. Some 
carvers do vely good work with tools I would have 
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considered faulted to a degree that would make me A WINDING BLADE 
want to do something about them 

So, to some extent, it 1s a question of att~tude. The A wlndlng or twisted blade is a problem ma~nly fouk 
approach I would like to promote in t h ~ s  book 1s one m tapered ch~sels and gouges - such as fishtails - mi 
where manufacturers make tools to the best of then shortbent tools. The blade has been forged so that, Ii 
ability and carvers love the tools w ~ t h  whlch they the edge IS looked at d~rectly end-on, there 1s a degree 
work, then quality and efficiency. of rotation or windlng around the true axis (Flg 4.1 ). 

So, check over your tools, both old and new, as The resulting tool feels less certain, more 'self- 
they axe acquired. Work through those that you have, conscious' m the hands than when the blade and edw 
and gradually bring all your carvlng tools up to a level are al~gned properly to the square shank. The wmnd- 
where you can justifiably be proud of them. But do mng must always be kept m mlnd and compensated for. 
not be obsess~onal about them - they are a means to and the tool will l ~ n e  up inappropriately for setting-in 
an end only. and finlshlng cuts. 

If you do need to return a carving tool to the There is not much to be done without reheat= 
retaller or manufacturer, polnt out the reason quietly and shapmng, although a bold approach would be tc 

but assertively and there should be no probleA wlth attempt a cold reshapmng, using a vice and heaxr 
getting a replacement; it is to be hoped that your grips. Th~s may be poss~ble, provlded the bend~ng is cc 
comments are also helping the manufacturers be done In a soft, annealed part of the blade, such z 
~mprove the11 products. the shank. Otherw~se, rf the shape 1s not acceptable 

Starung with the blade, working through to the the tool will have to be returned. 
tang and then to the handle, here 1s a check hst of - 
some common faults, together wlth some notes on ASYMMETRY OF THE BLADE 
what m~ght be done about them. Old and second- 
hand tools have then own problems, and these mll be Here the blade, wlth or without wmnd~ng, benil- 
dealt w ~ t h  ln Chapter 5 (pages 93-6). away to one s~de  (Fig 4.2). Agam, t h ~ s  is more often. 

but by no means always, to be found m tapered took- 
If it 1s a small problem, a tapered gouge or chlsei 

BLADES 

STEEL QUALITY I 
One of the advantages of not buying too many tools 
of the same make at the beg~nn~ng is that a compari- 
son of steels, through direct experience, 1s possible. 

I 
There is not much you can do yourself if the blade u 
d~scovered to have poor edge-holding quaht~es, other 
than attempt to reharden and temper it. Thls process 
IS explained In Volume 2, Chapter 3, and can often be 
qulte successful. 

I t  IS also possible for a tool to have a 'soft spot' 
whare ~t seems to lose its edge very quickly. Blueing 
of the metal by over-aggress~ve gr~nd~ng wlll produce 

avoid this. can be seen m poorly forged shortbent tools 
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Fig 4.2 Asymmetry m a fshtud chzsel (above) and a parhng wol (below) 

may be ground back to symmetry - w ~ t h  some loss 
of useful life - or a cold bend attempted. But, for 
the most part, any significantly asymmetrical tool ' 
should be retunled. 

UNEVENNESS OF METAL 
THICKNESS 

When the blade ~s forged by hand or machtne from 
the hot metal blank, the red-hot metal is placed in 

one (concave) half of a former and hammered wtth a 

match~ng (convex) shape - the result is a particular 
shape and sweep of blade. 

If the two parts of the former have been accurately 
lined up, the sweep w~ll have an even wall thickness 
across the width. The cannel (the Inside curve or 
V-groove) will also line up ~~rnrnetr~cally along the 
axls and not wander, or be offset, to one s~de. 

may pass from the factory to the point of sale without when the in-tunnel .~ forming block is m i q l i ~ e d  . . , 

being removed by quality controls (Figs 4.3 and 4.4). 
If the metal of the wall is of uneven thickness, it 

becomes very d~fficult to set the bevel correctly or 
sharpen the edge evenly. The edge towards one s~de, 
being th~cker than the other, will need a longer bevel 
to get the same cuttlng angle (Fig 4.5). 

Another problem with the V-tool is when particularly Fig 4.4 Differences m rhlckness between the walls of a 
thick metal is left by the maker along the junct~on of wtool make rherr equal shaQenig d~fFcult 



W O O D C A R V l N G  TOOLS M 

View from beneath, showing bevels 

Fig 4.5 To achieve the same angle on each szde of a partzng 
tool wtth uneven wall thzcknessess, the bevels always end up 
hfereiu kngths 

the two s~des, as a precaution against the tool 
cracklng at this polnt when it is bent in the forgmg. 
I t  may be possible to reduce the wall thickness to an 
acceptable level of evenness by grinding; othenvlse, 
replacement is the only optlon. 

ATERIALS & E Q U I P M E N T  

Bad alignment of the camel, so that it is not paralit: 
to the axis of the blade, can have the same effect cr 
a V-tool (Fig 4.6) This makes the sharpening 
unhappy experience, but is Iess of a problem b 
uneven wall thickness. 

BENT TOOLS 

Bent tools are bent for one purpose only: to ena& 
the carver to get into recesses where the straight taa i  
have difficulties. The principle is: bend the blade iur- 
ther and get in deeper. You will find a range of be& 
being offered by manufacturers, and a range of d e b  
itions of what a ' b e d  is. 

With so many tools ordered by post today, to& 
are often only seen as drawings or photographs in GC- 
alogues and are not actually handled before purch- 
They can arrive lookmg quite differenc from what w a s  
expected. Two tools of the same width and sweep 
from the same manufacturer, may have dissimilar 
bends. Some manufacturers make spoonbit gouge 
with such a shallow bend that the tools offer lit& 
advantage over the straight versions. 

What matters is how useful the shape of a carving 
tool is to you - as the carver actually using it. Shallow 
bends have their place, as in working shallow back- 
grounds (grounding), but deeper bends are also need& 
- and when you order one, a deep bend is what ym 
should get. If what you have received is unacceptable 
return the tool with a note of the problem; if there is 

A .d 4.6 Poor alignment of the in-cannel with the L~.r -;the blode again p. "-.-2s urn.-.. -all thickness 
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- CARVING-TOOL FAULTS A N D  T H E I R  C O R R E C T I O N  

SHOULDERS 

INAPPROPRIATE SIZE OF 
SHOULDER 

Shoulders, or bolsters, can be filed or ground down 
if they are too large. Too small a shoulder - more 
of a protuberance than a shoulder - may be forced 
into the wood by mallet blows. If the tool is for 
light work only, for all practical purposes this will 
probably not be a problem. For heavier work, this 
state of the shoulder is unacceptable and the tool 
should be replaced. 

ROUNDED FACE 

The face is the surface of the shoulder in contact with 
Fig 4.7 You cannot cold-bend the hardened part of a blade, the handle. It should be flat and sit tight against the 
however misaligned, without this happening end of the wooden handle (Fig 4.8). If the face is 

badly rounded, not only will there be a gap between 
no improvement, try another maker. Do not attempt the shoulder and the wood - which is uncomfortable 
to change the shape by cold bending, as the relevant to hold - but there is a danger of the metal being 
part of the blade is too near the area of tempered forced further into the wood and splitting it, especially 
metal and is liable to fracture (Fig 4.7). if there is no femle on the handle. If the face of 

the shoulder is not truly flat, it is easier to make the 

BLADE SUREACE handle look as if it is fitting properly. 

Some makers take a lot of trouble to polish up the sur- 
- 

faces of their tools to make them attractive. Others 
leave the outer faces with the rough, black, oily 
surface resulting from quenching the hot metal, 
and only polish the inside to show the straw colour 
caused by the tempering. New, polished tools are 
often protected from damp by being given an oily, 

.- 
or greasy, coating. 

Oily surfaces on carving tools are more of an irri- 
tation than a problem, as there is a tendency for the 
grease or black oil to get on to the work via the hands. 
Rub the blade with a degreaser like paraffin 
(kerosene) until no more oil comes off. Fine emery 
paper can be used on the more dense black finishes, as 
well as to smooth off sharp comers and edges along - 
the length of the blade. Fig 4.8 Some faults with shoulders: (a) unevenly 

For pitting and roughness of the surface, see the distributed around the blark; (b) rounded face; [c )  

section on second-hand tools in Chapter 5 (page 95). misshapen altogether 
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To create a flat face on the underside of the shoulder, The tang may have been bent in the original making. 
grip the blade in a vice (preferably a metalworking or afterwards by rough use. It is still possible to align 

h 
h? 

vice) with the tang pointing upwards and the shoul- the handle by boring the hole at a cornpensatin? 
der resting on the jaws. Take a washer which has a angle (Fig 4.10) i n  effect, compensating errors b u r  uoler' 
hole slightly larger than the diameter of the shoulder, this is not easy to get right. I t  is far better for the tang me 
and drop it over the tang so that it rests on the vice. to be straight in the first place. d 
More than one washer may be needed. Adjust the An angled tang can often be straightened by cold a= 
shoulder of the tool so that its face stands out a little bending. The blade should be gripped in the vice E 

proud of the hole, with the tang perpendicular to the described for flattening the bottom of the shoulder. 
washer. With the washer acting as a jig, a file can now and tapped gently with a hammer, working from the 

IN 
be used to flatten the face of the shoulder (Fig 4.9), shoulder end. Remember that a tang - or any metal - - 

k m  
creating a true face to sit on the wood of the handle. will not take much bending backwards and forwards '=+ 
Take care when filing not to bite into the tang. before it weakens. scze 

If cold bending feels risky, use a gas torch to heai d k ~ z  
the tang up to dull red and then bend it. While you &BE 

TANGS are doing this, protect the blade itself from the effect. 2 ~ s  

of the heat by wrapping it in a wet rag. 3 
If the tang is of adequate bulk, and length, grind- & 

TANG NOT IN LINE WITH THE ing and filing is also an option. 

BLADE 
TANG PARALLEL TO CENTRE 

To get a blade dead in line with the handle, the LINE BUT OFFSET 
, ir I 

tang must be on the central axis of the blade. The 
consequences of a bent tang have been discussed in This is a problem created in the initial forging, and is 
Chapter 2 (page 50). at its worst when the shoulder overhangs the ferrule. 

- - - - II 

4 

Fig 4.9 A file and 
washers can be wed to 
fitten the face of the 

i 
shoulder so hat it seats well & 
on the handle 
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Proper fitting of the blade along the true axls becomes tang; otherwise you wlll have to knock off the handle 
impossible. to have a look. Send the tool back if it IS a new one. 

Options for deallng with this problem Ile in grmnd- If the tang 1s corroded - as it may be ~n an old tool 
ing and filing the tang lnto the central axls - d there - a few more optlons are descrrbed in the next chap- 
is enough metal m it. If not, consrder offsett~ng or ter (pages 95-6). 
packlng the hole m the handle. Otherwise, rf you do 
not want to live w~th  it, send the tool back 

HANDLES 
INAPPROPRIATE SIZE OF TANG 

I It may seem obvious that a large gouge needs a large 

I rang to fit strongly into the handle, and that other 
sizes of blade need an approprlate amount of tang But 
the first you may know about a tang be~ng too small 1s 
the handle bend~ng about the shoulder. It i s  more 
often a problem wlth larger tools. 

I If you are making your own handles, you w~ll  buy 

I the tool unhandled and can ~mmed~ately lnspect the 

I 

For either of these condirions it is best to make a new 
hole. Plug the old one with a dowel of the same size - 
and the same wood if possible - gluing and tapping it 
in. Find the position for the new hole by lining up 
both ends of the handle between centre points, and 
rotating i t  An oversize or offset hole can also he 
packed to the side with slivers of wood. 

\! Look at whether the sue of the handle 1s too small 
or too large; whether the shape is what you want; 
whether the wood is approprlate for the use of 
the tool; and whether a ferrule IS needed at the tang 

end, or another to protect the handle end agarnst 

To some extent, if there IS wood to spare, handles 
can he remade. If not, it may be a case of makrng 
an entirely new handle, keep~ng the old one for a 

I I' 
mentioned prev~ously, some manufacturers cover 

~ t h  thlck vam~sh. T h ~ s  IS not a pleas- 
ant surface compared wlth thmnner, less glossy finishes. 

L 
Vamlsh hke this can be removed wlth fine sandpaper 
or palnt stripper (followed by washing), after whlch 
the handle can he hum~shed wrth another plece of 
wood. Wipe over the surface occas~onally wlth a llttle - lrnseed 011, or seal it wlth a thln coat of shellac or 

Fig 4.10 W h e n  the tang i s  mmsaligned, a compensanng vam~sh, rubbed back w~th  fine wlre wool. The best 
hrectton of hok m the handle enables the blade to be hned up fin~sh and patina comes from the effect of bemg regu- 
correctly along the a n s  of the tool larly used in the hand. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SELECTING AND 
BUYING 

WOODCARVING TOOLS 

To explore the funct~ons of the various tradinonal 
tool shapes 

To advise on chooslng your first set of carving tools 

To consider the specral problems involved in buying 
second-hand tools 

S HNE AND FUNCTION guide, but should help you decide what tools you need 
for the work you have in mind. In the following sec- 
tion is an approach to buying the tools you need tc 

The subject of woodcarvtng itself (that is, how to start carving. 
carve) is not the principal theme of this book - One point to remember is that when a carver 
although ~nformation about carving will tnevttably is working, carvlng as such is only taking placr 
suffuse it. Carving as such 1s covered m more detail in when the tool is actually cutting the wood. So tb 
my other books. more 'down time' (that is, time sorring out a n o b  

For the newcomer to woodcarvmng, it is not just tool to use), the slower and more mrregular the paw 
the choice of cawing tools that i s  bennldering, but of working. In trade carving on a number of repeat 
the fact that betng able to choose the right tools items, or in lettering, a rhythm 1s built up aft= 
means knowmg, at  least to some extent, what to do a while; the order in which each tool is used E 
w ~ t h  them. What carving ch~sels and gouges are m an established and refined so that maxlmum effic~encr 
academlc sense is  fairly straightforward, but how does is ach~eved. The cuts proceed in a set order a d  
one actually we them? The fol low~n~ information is the down tlme is teduced to a min~mum - and the 
lncluded as a br~ef gu~de to newcomers to the craft. In resulting work appears as swiftly as possible, wtth a 
thrs section are some pointers to the functions of the uniform appearance. 
various carvlng tool 'famihes' and whar they can be When a one-offpiece is being carved, the down 
expected ro do. Thts is by no means an exhaustive rime is kept as low as posslble in a different war. 



SELECTING AND B U Y I N G  WOODCARVING TOOLS 

The carver uses the tool in his or her hand for as long 
as possible and makes the one tool do the work of sev- 
eral others - not putting the tool down until another 
is really necessary. Against this, though, it should be 
said that there is a danger of making the work look 
uninteresting by using the same cut too often; the 
more variety in the tool cuts themselves, the more 
lively the resulting surface may be (Fig 5.1). There is 
a creative balance to be stmck. 

So the functions of individual tools are not com- 
pletely fixed and static. One gouge can be made to 
perform functions more naturally ascribed to another, 
;md the normal 'brief' of each tool is to some extent 
ffexible. But there are also times when you must have 
one particular tool for the work at hand, and no other, 
will substitute. 

Some gu~delines for newcomers follow, describing 
what you may expect each particular family of wood- 
carvmg tools to do. 

To begin with the obvious: firmer chisels are used 
when straight lines are needed - as in cutting letters 
or setting in straight edges. Lettering may need a wide 
range of chisel sizes to cut the varying lengths of 
uprights, diagonals and horizontals. (Figs 5.2 and 5.3) 
Use chisels for working over lightly convex areas to 
produce a finished surface; if they are presented in a 
slicing or skewed fashion, they will also trim the out- 
side edges of curves. The chisel is not normally used 
to form wide, flat surfaces, such as the background of 

a relief carving, because 

the comers of the chisel 
would tend to dig in and 
leave unsightly 'tram- 
lines' on the surface. For 
this reason the flat gouge 
is preferred, even though 
the surface it produces is 
slightly undulating and 
only approximately flat. 

Fig 5.1 A variety of tool 
cuts, depths, open and filled 
spaces and rhythms are used 

I 
in this detail from 
Riemenschneider's 

Crucifixion altar in 

Detwang, outside 

I Rothenhr~ an thr Tauber. 
Germany. Many of the 

tools that were ued  are 
ckarly apparent 





SELECTlNG AND BUYING WOODCARVlNG TOOLS 

Fig 5.5 A good way to 
snap the point o f a  skew 
chisel is to rock it from side 
to side while it is embedded 
in the wood 

curved edges. It will shape the comers and edges of IS the preferable cuttmg edge - the comers are free of 
grooves left by a V-tool. Thls produces a very flat the wood throughout the cut, and there is less ten- 
rehef; used in t h ~ ~  way, the skew 1s quite a del~cate dency for them to tear the fibres compared wlth a flat 
tool. It can also smooth l~ghtly convex surfaces, giv- ch~sel. The amount of bend In the grounding tool (or 
mg more of a sllcing cut than the square firmer. any bent tool) dictates how much it can be used, in 

Remember that the longer the pomt of the skew what circumstances, and how well the cutting edge 
chisel, the more fragile it is. If the point is rocked 
from side to side when it is sunk in the wood, it is very 
liahle to snap off ana remain embedded (Fig 5.5). 

SHORTBENT CHISELS 
(GROUNDERS) 

A grounding tool or grounder is primarily concerned 
with finishing the backgrounds in relief carving (Fig 
5.6). Grounding describes the deeper, flat-bottomed 
cutting that is needed to sink a background. 

A grounder may be a shortbent chisel, or a short- 
bent gouge of the flattest sweep. The flat gouge profile 

can get into an appropriate position to cut. 
Shortbent chisels can also undercut in other con- 

texts, and can clean grain where straight tools cannot 
reach. Use them to chamfer or clean the insides of 
curves, as, for example, in Gothic tracery. 

These tools, sometimes called comer grounders, can 
get into recesses and comers where square-ended 
tools cannot reach. They come lnto thelr own where 
undercuttmg has been created and deep corners need 
to be got at. 

Fig 5.6 A small grounder 
works the back,gound flat 

- - -  

~n a relief cawing 



The skewrng of the edge m relat~on to the rest of the 
tool can be to the right or the left - one reaching 
where the other cannot, or where the grain needs a 
particular directLon of cut. As both directions 
tnevicably need to be cut at some trine or anorhet, buy 
them as a matching pair. Shorthent comer chisels are 
the sort of tool chat may not be used very often, but 
when they are needed it is because nothing eke wrll do. 

SPLAYED CHISELS 
(FISHTAIL OR SPADE TOOLS) 

The spade or fishtad versron of any tool gtves two 
extra benefits over +he parallel-s~ded form-. 

* The comers bec~me more prominent, aIlowmgr 
cuts to continue into awles normally - 
rnaccessible to the parallel tool. For example, use 
fishtad chisels to cut the flat ends of serifs in 
lettering. 

These splayed toole are much lighter than the 
strarght tools - they fee1 more 'dextrous' and so 
are wed mainly ?or fintshing work: for example, 
tn smoothing rounded surfaces. 

There is a cost to these benefits, however. the cutting 
edge loses its width w~th sharpening and these blades 
have a shorter working life than paralld-s~ded ones. 
For this reason, and because of their lightness, they 
are unsuitable for rough work. Keep these splayed 
took for the lighter, final stages of carving, allowing 
other tools to take the brunt of the preiiminary work. 

These very useful tools are made w~th  different 
angles, producing grooves or suaght-sided channels 
6 different degreesof 0pennec.s ((Figs 5.7 and 5.8). 
Use the V-tool on its own to nin a shallow, decorat~ve 
d 6nished groove in the d a c e  of a carvmg, either 
tm imise a design in a flat surface such as a bread 

or to delrneate hair, feathers or leaves. 
Cbrdering the edges of V-grooves creates a type 

d low-relief carving. The tool can also be used 
with special knives to produce carving, 

a h n  of geometrical surface decoratron. 

Fig 5,7 Simple g r o o ~ ~ ~  -.A the V-tool w~ll  aid a lot of fi; 
to subjects such haw m folmge 

h relief carving, much preliminary work involves 
outlining and defintng an area ro be blocked out (Fi 
5.9). The V-tool is indfspensable here, and its alter- 
native name of 'partmg tool' suggests thls use. If the 
too1 is ttlted to one side, a degree of slmple undercut- 
trng rs possible, for example under catved leaves. 

Fig 5.8 Afiontbent V-1001 cleanmg the deepiy h h e d  
grooves between locks of hair 
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Subject 

H Clearing ground 

I Clearing ground 

-?- - 
, - - P sening in accurately f-g - 
- - - - ~ i -  -.-+--- 

I - 
Fig 5.9 A W t w l  em be wed to outLne a relief cmvfng in 
successive kuek to the requ~red degth Agouge is wed to 
remeve the waste, and o d w  gouges or chrsels to sec in to a 
predetenzned line 

The parallel-sided gouges, of all sweeps and sizes, are 
the general carver's most called-upon tools. They are 
ar work right from the start of a carvmg, with the pre- 
lrminary roughing out, through to establishing the 
main $oms and masses (bosnng m) and on  to the 
final surface finishing. It may be helpful to elaborate a 
little on how gouga ate used. 

The 'quickerbrving tools do indeed remove 
wood in more bulk - and therefore more quickly - 
than the flatter gouges. Flat gouges in turn produce 

shallow, polished facets which can be worked over 
the surface of the wood - modelling, smoothing and 
completing it (Figs 5.10 and 5.11). 

In making a gouge cut, one principle is not to let 
the comers dig in; this is why, as mentioned earlier, 
the flat gouge is preferred to the chisel for finishing 
flat surfaces. The middle part of the sweep cuts, but 
the comers remain in the fresh air, slightly above the 
surface (Fig 5.12). (This is a different technique from 
deliberately using one of the comers to make a slicing 
cut in the manner of the skew chisel.) If the corners 
of a gouge are buried in the wood during its cut, then 
not only is some control lost, but the wood fibres are 
tom, which produces a ragged surface. There is also 

Fig 5.10 ( i u ~ c ~ e r  gouges w ~ l l  leawe a pattern 01 aeep cuts 
on a su*e 

I 
Fig 5.11 Fluttzr gouges dl reduce t h  deep facets to a 
smoother j h h  
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Corners beneath Corners free: fibres 
suriace: fibres torn 

- -- - -/ --  
-- - 

- -  - / ~- - - - - -  - - -- - - - - - - - 
- - ~- 

- - - - . -- . - --- ---;- -7-- -. - - .. < - 
Fig 5.12 Allowgng the corners of the gouge to dig rn will rear the wood fibres rnstead o f  cutnng them 

the danger of breakmg an embedded tool. If deeper details may well be m the wrong place altogether. 
cuts afe needed, select a deeper gouge. When the underlying form is established first, the 

Another important use of the gouge involves detarls fall naturally mto place. 
matching the particular sweep, or curve, of the cut- With the exception of the very deep gsuges, all 
tlng edge preciseIy to a matchrng curve to be c& in gougjes give WJO cuts in addirion to the vertical stab- 
the wood (Fig 5.U). Clean, precise shapes can be bingcut already described: one wlrh the tool enterlng 
outltned in this way and accurately repeated; one the wood m the 'no~mal' fashion to give a concave 
important applicailon of this technique is In c m m g  
mouldings. 

Setting in mnvolves outlining a mmn subject from 
its sunroundinga, as when cutting away the back- 
ground. Setting in uses rhe sweeps of carvlng rools in 
a similar way to that mentioned above, and rhts is one 
of the reasons why carvers build up large numbers of 
caxvrng tools in different sweeps and sizes. The prin- 
ciple of tool profiles matching the curves of the edges 
belng cur also $rings clarity and a prec~se beauty to 
the carving of letters in wood. 

The tern bosting in comes from the French 
&huche~, meaning 'to sketch'. It describes that stage 

I 
in the carvmg process which is a little further into the 
work than the prelimmary roughing out. It is used 
when the main forms and masses are b a g  d & n d  or 
'sketched in', What is berng sought are the prunay 
planes, forms and movement of rhe work - the masses 
and forms that underlie and support the final details. 
A variety of stra~hghr gouges, often fartly flat, or even 
chisel, are used extensively in thls vigorous stage. 
Getting &me ea& masses and moving f ~ m  correetlv - - 
established is an exttemely mportant - if not the 
most important - stage in a carvmng, There is a ten- 
dency for beginnets to start work'mg the h a 1  details L bg 5-13 Matcbng UK wrae of th*! gouge to an exact 
before the main body of form has been ezpressed. Not requirement to set m a c h ,  swe~pmgo&e; curved 
only will those details wh~hrcb have been carved too ekments in a caw~ng can e&Ey be matched ly wing h e  
early be cut away as the work progresses, but these same tool for each 
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Fig 5.14 G a q s  can be used in e ~ h r  a ' n o d  (left) u r m  'ups&-down' posznon 

cut, the o~her wit11 rile ruol rcvr,rscd ('ul.,iJc down'). 
wl>ich produces a cor1vt:x LUL (Figs 5.14 ;111,l 5.151. 
St), in buying orlr irltl~csc rools, y.xr  arc grtt111~ morc 

Fig 5.15 The beads m 
this o u  carved modding 
were cut w t h  a gouge m 
the ~euersed posrtion 

I value than you thought for your money. 
Flutets a d  veiaefs, making deep cuts, grooves or 

I channels, can be used to produce decoranve work in 
their own right (Fig 5.16). They will also create a 
softer outline to a relief form than the V-tool can (Fig 
5.17). An oblect, or area, can be faded or blended 
more readily into the background if rt does not have 
a hard junction where the two planes meet. 

As a final note, there JS a dist~nct rtsk of U-shaped 
gouges cracking if they are powerfully embedded m 

Fig 5.16 Vaners wiU 
p o k e  a 'sojkr' cut than 
the V-tool 
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Fig 5.17 A softer ed@& 
a relieved plane is a c h i d  
with a deep gouge ( u e i m -  
or fluter) 

6 
h 

3 
- 
I 

S1 
am 

. . A flat fishtail puge  must haue helped clean the hn 
central kaf into the comer i n  this oid oak moulding em - 
Splayed gouges are not suitable for heavy work, but 

i.18 Sideways pressure is exe -like are excellent tools for finishing. Their lightness and & 
-..- s of a U-shaped gouge, and if ...* ."". .., " ieeply in shape makes them easier to manipulate, as the>- @ 
the wood the walls may be squeezed together su ltly to obscure less wood; and their prominent comers will B 
crack the metal run surfaces into sharper angles and recesses (Fig I r d  

5.19). Fishtail fluters negotiate curves more easily 
the wood; the outer bevels act as wedges to squeeze than the straight, parallel fluters; the blade following d u  
the walls of the gouge together (Fig 5.18). through after the cutting edge has less tendency to 

jam in the wood. Fishtail gouges have great value in ' k 

SPLAYED GOUGES (FISHTAIL ,  lettering, for example curving end serifs. m 

SPADE O R  POD TOOLS)  - 
What was said about spade and fishtail chisels applies 

LONGBENT GOUGES 

to these tools as well. Being thinner, the splayed The bend in these tools enables the gouge to enter 
gouges are quicker and easier to sharpen than parallel- deeper recesses and hollows than a straight tool can E d  
sided gouges, and hold a finer edge. But for the same (Fig 5.20). Because the sweeps match, when the blade iia 
reasons they are less economic, becoming slightly or handle of a straight gouge fouls the wood around I 

narrower with each sharpening. a recess a simple change can be made to a similar P 

I 
88 
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Fig 5.20 As the recess 1s deepened, the swa~ght tad wtil swt ro foul the edge. The same sweep and sm of toot in a curered 
form unll make the cut wzthol~t fohng 

curved gouge. Bent tool6 can only rarely be used 
upside down. 

SHORTBENT GOUGES 

These wjll enrer vet deeuer hollows than the long- 
bent gouges (Fig 5.21). The deepest hollows are 
entered by the f l lpst  sharply cranked coals, whose 
name - knuckle gouges - expresses their shape, 

In practice, the handle of a shortbent gouge 
ofren swings through a large arc to produce what 1s 

quite a small cut. Make sure the cutting edge is trav- I 
elllng through the wood, and not just being levered 
at the bend. 

Shortbent gouges are used in high,relief carving 
where the ground is sunk well back; in undercutting; 
m pierced work, each as Gorhic tracery, working the 
inner curves especially; and in modelling mternal 
curves at any stage m a carving where the hollow 1s 
more than a straight tool can cope w ~ t h  

BACKBENT GOUGES I 
Earlier, in reference to straight gouges, it was men- I 
tioned that two types of cut can be made by praenting 
the blade in different ways to the wood. A concave L 
groove or facet can be cut with the instde of the gouge F& 5.21 A deep hollow worked by a smallfimtbent gouge 
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Fig 5.22 A strarght gouge 
used 'upszde down' shapes I 
a conwex surfme (top) A 
backbent gouge (bottom) 
u,~ll negonate a convex 
profile where a stra~ght 
gouge cannot reach 

Facing upwards (the 'nght way up'). This type of cut 
is the one normally associated wtth gouges; and long- 

SELECTING AND 
bent or shortbent gouges, as needed, w~ll take the ORDERING 
carvmg mto deeper and deeper hollows. 

The second way of cutting lnvolves reversing the ~ N G  THE CHOICE 
tool so that the inside of the gouge pornts downwards 
('upside down'), agalnst the wood. This presentauon The contents of Part I so far will have helped you gam 
produces a rounded or convex cut (Ftg 5.22). Now, an understanding of the 'anatomy' of woodcarving 
just as the longbent and shortbent corxhgurarions tools, how they work and whar might be done wrh 
enable a gouge in the fixst position to enter hollom, them. But if you are starting off without any carving 
so the backbent shape allows a s~milar access for a tools at all, there comes a point when you need to 
gouge m the second, more difficult, reversed posiuon take the plunge and buy some. Which on=, and how 
(Fig 5.23). many? Or what Lf you want to expand your range? 

Here are some notes that might help you in makmg 
your cho~ce. 

Buy only a few carving tools to  start with 

Time is needed to understand each tool as you carve, 
so that you become famil~ar w ~ t h  it and discover what 
t t  can do for you. Time will also be needed to sharpen 

i the tools, whtch can be slow and ar tlmes frustrating 
to begln with. On  the other hand, too few tools can 
be hsu-atmg as well, and your work may be l~m~ted  
by not having the nght tools. 

As a gtudelmne, around a dozen or so carefully 
Fig 5.23 The backbent roo1 enters hollows m she upside. selected tools is a good startlng number. A suggested 
dnm pusloon, shpzng a su$me which rs concave along IS ltst, with the reasonrng behind lt, 1s given m the table 
length but convex JTon srck w ede on page 92. 
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Base yuur choice on need 

At  the start you may have no idea of what it is you 
want to carve -how b ~ g  it wlll be, or how complex. 
You will almost certarnly need more tools than you 
cnit~ally buy. The best approach - whether you have 
no carvlng tools or many - is to Increase their num- 
ber as and when the need arises. 

Make the most use of what tools you have avail- 
able, and make a few notes as you go along. If you feel 
that a particular gouge would be r~ght for the job, if 
only it were wlder, narrower, bent or shaped in some 
way, you can use what has been sard earlier in thcs 
chapter to define the difference you need accurately. 

Use your gut feeling 

Having sa~d that the cho~ce of carving tools 1s best 
decided ratconally - basing your need on prev~ous 
experience - there is also a place for a more lntultive 
approach, espec~all~ if you do not know what you 
actuaIly want to carve. So cf you see a carvlng tool 
that 'grabs you', or fills your head wcth Ideas of what 
m~ght  be done, or that you can feel and see yourself 
usmng, then the chances are that your heart is speak- 
mg to you, and you should listen. 

SELECTING THE TOOLS 

At the start, you need to make some decision as to 
what tools to buy. At  the rcsk of duplicating what has 
been said earlier, here are some guidelines: 

Avoid cheap tools 

Cheap tools are almost always made of poor steel, 
badly tempered and incapable of holdlng an edge for 
long - even if they have been poltshed up to look 
smart. They are often shorter than usual, with cheap 
looklng ferrules. 

Expense is relative. Top-quality carving tools may 
appear expensive, but they are meant for a l~fetime's 
use. Through them you may have years of pleasure 
and creativity, and perhaps even earn your llving. If 
there is stdl any doubt as to the value of carving tools, 
cons~der the relative cost of a few hours at h e  c~nema, 
eating out, or settlng up in other crafts. 

Buy from reputable manufacturers 

Buy from well-established firms with a reputatcon to 
protect In the marketplace They wlll have useful lists 
of their tools and addirional information available. 

It is particularly useful if they are uslng a standard 
numbemg system such as the Sheffield List, so that 
you can refer between makes. Better still, if you are 
able to Inspect the tools personally, take along an 
cmpresslon of the cuts of your present carvrng tools, 
made by stabbcng the11 edges lnto a flat pcece of wood 
or cardboard. Wlth this cn hand, you can make a 
comparison between the sweeps you have at home, 
the varlatlon of sweep or shape you want, and what 1s 
on offer. 

Try warious makes to start with 

D~fferent makers seem to have different strengths, for 
example in the bends of thelr tools, the thickness of 
metal or the finish. Some makes of tool are more 
attractive to some mdlvlduals But before settling 
mto the well-known rut of 'brand loyalty3, do t q ~  out 
different makes. It 1s worth experlmentlng this way 
even if you have qulte a few rools already. 

Avoid boxed sets 

This IS the way many people start. a boxed set of 
woodcarving tools grven as a Christmas or birthday 
present. This can work out well, but equally often, 
does not. The glver wlll usually be unaware of the 
qualcty of the tools, and may have bought some of 
the cheaper tools to be found on market stalls. Even 
when the quality 1s excellent, the cholce of tools has 
been made by other people: firstly by the manufacturer 
and secondly by the giver of the set. Poor quality, or 
poor selection, can cause a lot of frustration and, 
sadly, has been known to put people off carving r~ght  
from the start. 

The chocce of tools 1s a very personal issue, as 
has been stressed before. In effect, the tool kct grows 
wlth the carver. However, rf you already have a boxed 
set, do not despalr: they may be exactly what you 
need. If they are not what you need at the moment, 
but they are good-qual~ty tools, sooner or later you 
will use them. 
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Inspect the tools 

Use the lnformatron given in Part I -and summar~ed 
In the next section on second-hand tools (pages 9 3 4 )  
- to check over your tools for faults when you buy 
them. There is no reason to accept substandard tools 
when by returnmg them you should get the qual~ry 
you are paying for. O n  the contrary, by keeping man- 
ufacturers on the~r  toes w ~ t h  your d~scnmmation, 
carvzng as a whole is belng done a long-term service. 

A SUGGESTED STARTING KIT 

Hav~ng lust spent the last few paragraphs suggesting 

that other people should not be allowed to make 
decis~ons about the carvlng tools you need, t h ~ s  sectton 
may seem a little out of place. However, my experience 
has shown me that although a beglnner may under- 
stand all rhat has been sa~d so far about woodcarving 
tools -about quality, the different shapes, what they 
do, and so on - there can still be an Initla1 lack of 
confidence when it comes to buying some to start 
with. This is not such a surprise, as confidence w~ll  
only really begin when you actually lay your hands on 
the tools and start using them. 

The following tool selection 1s based on several 
things: my teachlng experience, both private and m 
adult education; discuss~ons w ~ t h  other carvers; what 
I started with; and what tools are on my bench more 
often than any others. My i n ~ t ~ a l  selection of carving 
tools should be sufficient to perform basrc, useful 
functions From here onwards, acqulre tools by work- 
ing out your own needs 

Bear in m~nd  that any book on woodcarv~ng wlll 
give you a different set of tools wrth which to begrn. 
There are at  least three reasons for this: 

the apparent vastness of chorce among carving 
tools and makes 

the wide-open field that IS carvmg design, with 
different projects requir~ng drfferent tools or 
approaches 

the unique preferences, not to say prejudices, 
that individuals (including myself) have about 
what we like and what we think is right - about 
anything, never mind carving tools! 

Eventually, you will know yourself the work to whi& 
you are inclined - the scale, size and degree of d e t d  
Perhaps it will be lettering or wildlife, huge bowls cr 
duck decoys, abstract sculpture or netsuke. 

What you must do is start - w ~ t h  somethmg, an\- 
thrng - but start. Problems then become sornethw 
to get your teeth Into. And this 1s also a good way KC 
see your first carvmg as well. It 1s easy to worry about 
d~fferent aspects of what you want to do before y m  
have started carvmng. Once you get gomg, you haxe 
experience to learn from, and what previously seemed 
d~fficult becomes tanglble and approachable. 

The tools I suggest you buy are lrsted in the table 
below, where the numbers refer to the Sheffield L ~ s t  

No. W&h Description 
[in) (4 - 

% 10 Skew (comer) chisel 

Yi 6 Flat gouge (straight) 

K 13 - Flat gouge (straight) 

% 19 Flat gouge (stra~ght) 

Yi 6 Medium gouge (straight] 

K 13 Medium gouge (scra~ght) 

% 19 Medium gouge (stra~&t) 

% 6 Quick gouge (straight) 

X 13 Quick gouge (stra~ght) 

% 19 Quick gouge (straight) 

3 10 vtool (parhng tool) 

Consider also buy~ng the following tools: 

right and left shortbent skew chisels, %in (3mm) 

large fluter and small velner 

bent and fishtall tools m any of these sweeps 
and sizes. 
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You may also wish to make some variatrons, accordmg Keep an accurate record of your order 
to your particular Interests as a woodcarver 

Mark the sweeps of the tools you have sent for, and 

LARGE-SCAIE SCULPTURE 
the date you sent the order. You can record the exact 
shapes of your exlstmg blades by pressing them Into a You may find that the smallest tool you need is l m  
board of thm wood; t t  is then easy to compare these (25mm), going up to approximately lKln (38mm). It 
impressions with what the manufacturers are offermg. 

is possrble to buy 2in (50mm) tools, but in practice 
they require a lot of effort with the mallet. In the long 
term the smaller tools, while apparently slower, are 
less tlring to use, and eventually more work is 
achieved wlth the same effort. 

MINIATURE CARVING 
The shapes above are sttll more than likely to be 
needed, but in thls case the range is reduced in size. 
Most of the tools might be around %m (6mm) Bnd 
below, though a few larger ones will still be needed 

LETTERING 
Lettering requires more stra~ght ch~sels - if not a full 
range m small increments - as straight lines are a 
prominent feature in many styles of lettermg. The 
curves of the letters will need to be matched to 
some extent, and fishtail gouges and chtsels will be 
used for the serifs. For detailed informauon, see my 
Lettercawmng in Wood: A Practical Course (GMC Pub- 
licatuns, 1997) . 

MISCELLANEOUS 
Other interests such as v~olm-making or carving duck 
decoys suggest their own requirements curves to 
match the scroll of the vrolm, or fine veiners and 
V-tools for featherwork. 

Today, ever larger numbers of carvlng tools are 
bought through the post; often r t  is not possible to 
see and handle woodcmmg tools locally You wlll, 
therefore, need a good idea of what tools you want. 

Check wer  the cawing tools when they arrive 

First, see that the sizes and shapes are exactly what 
you expected. Secondly, inspect for faults and prob- 
lems using the lnformat~on m Chapter 4. Decide 
whether any fault is something you can deal with 
slmply or not; return any unacceptable tools, with a 
polite explanation, asking for a replacement. 

Perhaps I am grving the ImpressLon that faults m 
woodcarving tools are common; they are more com- 
mon than mlght be expected. Fortunately, toolmakers 
have been ~mproving then qualtty as the market 
grows and the competition increases. My main reason 
for giving information on faults or problems ts to save 
you being at a loss when they occur, by lnformtng you 
of what sorts of remedles are possible 

Because of the mcreasmg interest both m carvlng itself 
and old tools in general, second-hand carving tools 
are not as common as they used to be - nor are they 
necessarily cheaper than thetr new equivalents. How- 
ever, they still crop up in markets, second-hand tool 
shops, car-boot sales and so on, and are worth looklng 
out for. Once people h o w  of your interest in carvmg, 
you may well find that you are given tools and wood 
There 1s a welcome feelmg today that it is reprehen- 
sible to waste such assets. So you may well acquire 
some old tools, and w~th  luck they will bear such 
illustrious names as Addis & Sons, Herrmg Bros. or 
Ward & Payne. 

With a new tool you can be reasonably sure of its 
Get hold of catalogue information 

shape, stze, quality and so on, but these old tools can 
Good manufacturers and suppliers readily distr~bute have certarn ~roblems that actuallv make them less 
theu catalogues. Study them and check that then than attractive propositions. It is these problems that 
particular numbering system corncides wlth what you will be dealt with in t h ~ s  sectlon, thus helping you to 
want and what you expect to receive make an rnformed decisron as to their worth to you as 



W O O D C A R V I N G  TOOLS, MATERIALS & E Q U I P M E N T  

a carver. Unless you like collectmg these old tools, 
do not buy a tool merely because it LS old. Revlvlng 
older woodcarving tools and putting them back lnto 
successful service, however, can be a very s?tisfylng 

1 
undertakmg 

Bear m mind all t h a ~  has been said previously 1 
about assessing new carving tools - these observa- 
tions can be applied to old tools as well. In addition, 
the following pornrs should be looked at: 

LENGTH OF BLADE hm 
It is a fact that the most useful tools are those that Fig 5.25 The ol& fishtail tool at the top stated llfe abour 
wear down qulckest because of continual sharpenmg. the size of the lower one 
Therefore, ~t 1s often the case that the blades of 
the most useful-looking old woodcarving tools are it w~ll  be reborn as something for openmg paint tlni 

considerably reduced m length. Not all of a blade is or maklng holes. 
tempered for cuttmg wood - a secnon towards the Heavlly used tools can therefore present two 

handle is left softer and more resihent Whether a serlous problems: 
carving gouge has worn beyond the tempered steel, or They may no  longer have any useful temper or 
not, can only really be assessed by uslng it. (Soft 

hardness, makmg it impossible for them to hold 
metal can be rerempered see Volume 2, Chapter 3.) 

an edge. 
Some tools, such as parallel-srded gouges, can 

take a lot of sharpenmg, and thus shortening, in thelr The shape may be so shortened that it 1s no 
stride. If they become lnconvenlently short, a longer longer of any use 
handle will solve the problem (Fig 5.24). Wlth other 
tools - fishtail and shortbent carvmg tools, for 
example - the effect of sharpening can be seen more 
quickly (Figs 5.25 and 5.26). The effecrrve life of such - 
tools is shorter, as it takes far less time to reduce the 
blade beyond its useful shape or workable hardness. 
When a carving tool 1s no longer useful for carvmg, 

Fig 5.24 Short took can be brought back into circculation worn back considerubly compared with the somewhat newer 
with handles of extva length tool on the right 
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The cure for both these problems 1s heat treatment: 
either retemperlng or reshaping, as described in 
Volume 2, Chapter 3. Assummg the steel IS good 
quahty, and you are w~lling to take the tlme and 
trouble, there is no reason why such tools cannot be 
usefully reborn w~thin the realms of carvmg. 

RUST 
The effect of storage m a damp place - unfortunately 
the lot of many old tools - is corrosion of the metal 
parts. The Iron, taken or~ginally out of the earth 
as Iron ore, is naturally returning to its stabIe 
compound, ferrous ox~de. Corros~on appears as smaller 
or larger areas of pitting or flak~ng In the surface. 
In second-hand shops, tools are often glven a wipe 
of 011 to inhibit the corrosion, so the rust will nbt 

' necessar~l~ look redd~sh-brown; it may appear dirty 
black mstead. 

The extent and, more importantly, the depth of 
, pitting has to be assessed. Because carving tools have 
I bevels - usually both on the ~nslde and the outside - 
/ the actual cuttlng part of the steel a within the blade. 

Take, for example, a carver's firmer ch~sel w~th  equal 
bevels on both sides, where the cutting edge is formed 

i in the very middle of the blade; only very severe 
corrosion would reach this far in (Fig 5 27). Although 

i 
a blade may look corroded, the pomt IS that if, after 
sharpening, the actual cutting edge is free from pits, 
there will be no marks or scratches m the wood 
followrng its cut. Effectively the tool is as good as 
new (Fig 5.28). 

W ~ t h  gouges, the amount of bevel set on the inner 
surface varies dependmg on the tool and how it 1s 
used. It does no harm to go beyond any pittlng on 
the ~nside by forming a longer than normal lnner 

Fig 5.28 A badly rusted su&ce on a gouge blade, but not 
pitted enough to d e c t  & cumng edge, whtch ltes more 
towards the centre of the steel 

bevel - so, agam, pltting of a gouge blade may easily 
be overcome (see Chapter 9, pages 136410). 

If theplttmg is so deep that it appears in the cuttmg 
edge when the blade is sharpened, the effect is to 
leave a scratch m the wood. This 1s not acceptable for 
work wh~ch is to be left straight from the tool and not 
sanded. A tool may be worth grmding back, beyond 
part~cularly bad pitting. The metal can be cleaned up 
with small grindmg wheels (such as those fitted to 
power drills), s l~p and bench stones, and grades of 
emery paper. Certa~nly the tool can be soaked in oil 
or an anti-rusting agent to prevent further damage. 

RUSTED TANGS 
Corrosion affects the tangs of old tools as well as ?he 
blades. If the blade of a carving tool with a handle is 
affected by damp in t h ~ s  way, assume at least a s~milar 
effect on the tang. The handle may protect the tang 

I 
I Rust pitting 

/ Depth 

I Cutting \ of rust 
edge - 

i 
I 
I 

I Fig 5.27 Wzth a double or mstde beuel, rust prtting may  not be deep enough to affect the acml cutnng edg 
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Setviceable 

tang 

Metal 
washer 

L 
from moismre, bur equally the wood can hold mols- 
ture m, and against the metal. Badly msted tangs may 
appear as looseness of the handle - which may give 
a suneptittous opportunity to inspect the tang. 
The tang can be so badly corroded as to be thinned 
almost to nothing - stopp~ng short at the shoulder 
and makrng the tool weak and liable to bend or break. 

What is most important is the blade, as thls is 
what does the cutting and finishes the sudace. The 
rang 1s only a means of holding the blade, w ~ t h  the 
help of the handle. 

If the blade is usable, form a new rang by grinding 
one mm the metal in its normal posirioa, but of 
necessity closer to the wttmg edge (Ftg 5.29). Sub- 
stitute for the shoulder (bolster) proper by gnnding 
two shoulders into the metal, and srating these on to 
a washer. Make the diameter of the washer that of the 
ferrule, and file its hole square to take the new tang. 
Take care to grrnd the new tang in lme with the axts 
of the tool and ro make it big enough; at the same 
time make the new shoulders square and m line. 
While gnnding, dip the blade m water or wrap it in a 
wet mg to keep it cool. It does not matter if the tang 
iwIf heats up, as this needs to be softer anyway. 

This way of reinstating the tang works well (Fig 
530). Because the blade is effectively shortened, the 

3g 5.29 A new tang 
may be ground cnto a bk& 
where tk ortpal  tang is 
coraded. A washer wlth a 

square hok wll act us a 
shoulder 

Ftg 5.30 A gouge eohich 
'lad bst utz tang &rough 
wt, now back in use 

loss of overall tool length can be made up by fitting a 
longer handle. 

BROKEN BLADES 
This is usually to be seen where some sad old carving 
tool has already been used to open paint tiis or as a 
screwdrtver. Judicious gtmding can sometimes salvage 
these blades, but be careful not to overheat the steel 
and draw the temper. Remember that the steel is 
chicker towards the shank of the tool, so a longer 
bevel is needed to get the cutring angle that is wanted. 
Retempering the blade may also be necessary (see 
Volume 2, Chapter 3). 

Broken tangs may be approached in the same way 
as badly rusted ones. 



CHAPTER S I X  

INNOVATIONS IN 
CARVING TOOLS 

Human berngs are htghly creative; they can never This chapter describes a few mnovative and imported 
leave the status quo alone for long. Thus m the woodcarvmg tools that are in the process of becoming 
carving world today it IS exciting to see many new established. Interesting though rhey are, I would 
ideas berng tried: new methods and ways of doing encourage you to become thoroughly famtllar with 
things; new effects and tĥ e pushing of boundaries In convent~onal tools before experimenting with these 
dalgn: and new technologies and metals meeting less familiar ones- 
restless minds. 

Some Ideas seem -to be just 'the tyranny of the 
new' and marketing-leda Some are personal to a carver 
and will never see the light of day in the marketplace, 
but mav be shared bemeen carvers. Others seem ro be 
standing the test of tlme and are gaining popularity - 
carvers are actually using them, and this must be the 
provmng ~f a new roo1 is used for a short while rhen 
left to moulder m a drawer for evermore, it cannot be 
caunced a success. 

A&itionally, carving tools are now heg~nnltlg to 
appear m the West from other, previously disregarded, 
carving traditions, particularly that of C h w .  I have 
mcluded them bere because they are unfamiliar 
m the West - though they can certamly not be 
described as 'mnovations', srnce China has a rich and 
distinguished history of woodcarving. These tools 
have been regarded with a ltttle suspicron at first, but 

FLEXCUT CARVlNG 
TOOLS 

Flexcut tools are the bmmchild of canring instructor 
Rich Rymer and carver David Bennett, of Falls Run 
Woodcarving Inc., Philadelphia, USA. These tools 
certainly ure an lnnovatton - a thorough overhaul of 
conventional carving tools - and a comparison mth 
trad~tional types is in some ways not so easy as might 
seem at first sight They look quite different from con- 
ventional carving tools, to begrn with: thin blades 
with unusually flat, flextble shanks and unique, 
'ergonom~c' handles. 

Flexcut carving tools are currently available in 
three foms (Fig 6.1): 

perhaps demand wrll grow as thar  value to Western Palm tools: smaller than conventional tools, and 
woodcarvers comes to be recogn~zed. with a handle firrug very comfortahl~ into the 
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Fig 6.1 The three 
vaneties of Fkxcut took 
(from left). mallet gouge; 
standard gouge; palm gouge 

hand; far use in a me-hnded whtt'nf: fashion 
(with rhe other hand support~rig the workpiece), 
or for close wark in general. 

Sm&d took: more regular-length blades with 
proportionally larger handles; used m both hands 
with the workpiece clamped in a vrce, say. This is 
the tool wtth the most flexible Blade. 

Mallet tools: the least flexible and most llke a 
regular w i n g  tool, with ah octagonal (but srill 
disunctively shaped) handle and large fermle; 
for use with a mallet tn largm projects or m 
harder woods. 

As h e  tools became more popular, so the range 
of widrhs and sweeps increases. The tools are high 
qualitp and come welI sharpened mth a Aat bevel, 
good cutring angle and stra~ght cutring edge, but no 
internal bevel. 

These tools have gained great populariry in 
the USA, part~cularly with carves who favour a 
somewhat cancatuted 'folk' style influenced by Scsa- 
dinmian traditions. Perhaps American wvers ase 
more open-minded than Europeans; this is not 
a value judgement, but a poss~ble reason why nadi- 
tlonal carvers in the UK seem less enrhusiasuc about 

these novel tools. As with all twk, there are pros 
and cons, some of which have as much to da with 
the background and amtude of the w e r  as the 
tools themselves. 

When Flexcut taols were first introduced, the flex- 
mg of the blade was a strong markeeng poinr: the 
rdea was that the user could convert a sira~ght gouge 

a bent one by gres~ng down on the handle LFrg 
6.2). However, since the blade itself is stiif and only 
the rear shank part can flex, the advantage over a 
correcdy u j d  strairrht gauge IS very small when tt 

Fig 6 2  Exernng downward pesswra flexes & Jdak md 
grves a smoptng mhon to rhe cut 
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mes to creating a hollow. In fact, I don't think this 
IS the strong point of these tools at all. 

The metal of the blades is thin - among the 
thinnest around - and well tempered. This gives a 
sense of delicacy of touch, and the cutting edge passes 
through the wood easily. The handles are most 
comfortable in a low-level, two-handed grip, and 
those of the palm tools - which I have found useful 
for undercutting w o r k  extremely well. 

The flexible blades feel very different from con- 
ventional tools, and some may find that pressing 
down to make the flex feels unnatural. The flat metal 
blade and oval-section handle may tend to dictate 
how you manipulate the tool, compared with the uni- 
form shank and handle of a conventional tool; and 
the shaped handle may feel less comfortable when the' 
blade is offered 'upside down'. The mallet tools, not 

having the flex, are much more like conventional 
tools, and come in sizes large enough to be used in a 
normal fashion, two-handed or with a mallet. 

My feeling is that Flexcut tools suit certain 
approaches to carving better than others. A newcomer 

with a desire for traditional ornamental carving 
would find the range and style of conventional 
carving tools far more suitable; but for those with a 
less tradit~onal approach, or a style that emphasizes 
cuts and facets, Flexcut tools would certainly be 
worth exploring. 

THE RAY GONZALEZ 
HOOKED SKEW CHISEL 

This tool, designed by the well-known British carver 
Ray Gonzalez, is made by Ashley Iles. It comes in two 
forms (Fig 6.3): 

Short shaft: with a mushroom-shaped handle for 

holding in the palm, and principally for use with 

one hand in whittling fashion. 

Long shaft: with an octagonal handle, making a 

normal-length carving tool intended for use with 
both hands. 

Fig 6.3 Gonzalez hooked 
skew chisels: palm type 
with mushroom handle, 
and regular-size tool 
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The narrow shaft is %in (4mm) wide and expands 
into a crescent-llke blade, avatlable m width of %m 
(16mm) and %m (19mm). The cutting edge is curved, 
formlng a crescent from comer to comer, and both 
comers are hooked and avatlable for use, unlike a 
normal skew chisel (Fig 6.4). 

This tool can be used ra shce, groove or scr~be by 
pushtng or pulling, just like a knife or a skew chwel. 
The rounding and skewmg of the cutttng edge allows 
~t to carve a surface by paring whlle it slices, givlng 
a very dean resulr. The hooks themselves get into 
comerj that are normally tnaccesstble, making it 
capable of smallT rntricate cuts m confined spaces. 

Make sure the mushroom (palm) handle is fitted 
with the flat on the underszde, at  right angles to the 
blade, .so you can use it equally m both hands. If khe 
flat were facing left, say, you would find the tool com- 
fortable only in your rtght hand. My own preference 
1s for the long-shafted versron, fitred with a ltghter, 
narrower handle than the manufacturer's own; I find 
thls more In keeplng with the Lght, deltcate nature of 
the tool. 

The very low cutting angle of 5' gtves a delicate 
blade, capable of shavrng off wood very finely. How- 

ever, this very th~nness and delicacy means you muss 
newer rock or wobble an embedded comer or edge from 
slde to side: it will easily snap. 

Felt and cloth wheels will snag the hook, so powered 
means such as this cannot be used. In addition, the 
blade is very fine and of a sensrnve shape, so bench- 
stone sharpening is by far the best. 

The 5 O  angle at wh~ch the tool is offered to the 
stone is very low. ~therwlse, sharpen llke a n d  
skew, with the cutting edge (or rather, the Imaginary 
line from comer to comer of the cuttrng edge) at 
right angles to the length of the stone, first one side. 
and then the other (see pages 193-4). Because of 
the curve, you will have to tilt the cutting edge 
first towards the point and then towards the heel. 
so as to ensure that the whole of the edge and bevel 
IS covered. 

After checkrng the cut In a piece of carvtng wood. 
strop well in the normal way. Agam, maintam this 
very low angle and keep the cutting edge square on, 
as you did with rhe benchtone. 

Fig 6.4 The delicate 
working ends of the 

Gonzalez hooks 
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COGELOW TOOLS 

These are made by Henry Taylor to the spec~ficatlons 
of the American carver Fred Cogelow. When a sk~lled 
carver, w ~ t h  an internatronal reputation, more or less 
goes back to the draw~ng board and redesigns wood- 
carving tools, the results should be looked at carefully. 
As w ~ t h  Flexcut tools, I find that I can achieve rhe 
same r e d t s  with more traditional camng tools; 
however, many carvers whose background and 
aoui-oach are different from mine have found 

very useful. 
uges are made to quite exacting speci- - 

ficatlons, They come In a limlted range (Fg 6.5), and Fig 6.5 A sekctaon o f  Cogelow tools, these come zn a 

thetr features include: 
I 

vmiety of lengths, shapes m$ bends, rnclwtlng the bencskew 
c h e l  shown on the right 

the 
! th 

point side 
e blade thn 

of the 
3ugh the 

c--- --- 

1 workrng agalnst the grain wood. 

a small forward or backward bend m the shank The 'bent skew', whlch somewhat resembles the slde 
behiid the bevel to a ~ d  the 'scoopmg' acrion of chisel, is a useful tool for cleaning up the root of deep 
the gouge as the blade leaves its cut grooves or hollows. 

F ~ E  

o f f  
are 

: 6.6 The u 
hese Cogelos 
skewed and 

lorking ends 
N gouges 
slightly bent 
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The result is a range of unusual-looking tools 
designed to solve many of the problems that new- 
comers to carving may come across. In the main, it 
seems that most carvers who have worked a long while 
with traditional tools find these unnecessary, whereas 
newcomers take to them more readily. Nevertheless, 
since carving is such a personal occupation it really is 
a case of trying what tools are available and seeing 
what they can do for you. 

CHINESE CARVING 
TOOLS 

In Volume 2, Chapter 3 is a drawrng of a Cgmnese 
woodcarving tool, some 150 years old, in the Sclence 
Museum m London. T h ~ s  skew chlsel has a socket 
made from folding excess metal around a spike, 
mtead of the rang and shoulder of the tools wrth 

whrch most of us are famihat. S~rpris1ng.l~ enough 
a small range of rather simllar tools is still available 
today (Fig 6.7). 

The tang by whlch most of our Western carvmg 
tools are fixed to then handles 1s simply a splke. It 
1s often quite small, even when the blade Itself h 
large, and I have seen large sculpture gouges bent ZE 
the skoulder, either through incorrect alignmenr 
of rhe tang or through using the blade as a lev= 
I have often thought rhat a socket would be a much 
better option for big gouges. The reason sockets am 
not used IS thar they are laborlous to make and u x  

fconslderably more metal; also, fitttng the handle r 
less straightforward. 

The Chmese tools shown here have been hand- 
made by the Jang family for four generations; the= 
are some 20 stages In the making of each tool, wh~ch 
may be beaten up m 2,000 times; and the three tool- 
makers in the family make only 30 carving tools m a  
nine-hour day. The resultmg tools may look a 11& 

Fig 6.7 Chinese tools made by the Jang family, awaihble in Britain fmm the Toolshap, Needham Market, Suffolk. They are 

supplied unhandled, and the unsophisticated finish hides many excellent atnibutes 
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unsophisticated with their rough-ground fin~sh, and O Smooth and flatten the end of the wood that 
the uneven ends of the con~cal sockets need refinm~ will reach furthest into the socket. - 
somewhat before use. The sweeps and widths also 
vary to some extent from what is listed in the cata- 
logue. There are also some surprisingly sophisticated 
features, however, and if you are prepared to invest 
more than the normal amount of time in putting 
them into commission, the results are excellent and 
quite handsome-looking tools. 

The fishtail blades are truly symmetrical and, 
uniquely in my experience, the blades have been 
given a gentle inside bevel in the factory. Their edge- 

r 
holding properties stand comparison with other 
carving tools. Given the labour involved in making 
these tools, they are relatively inexpensive. This 
compensates for the amount of work needed to clean' 
up the blade and fit a handle, which is not supplied 
with the blade. 

No flat gouge or skew chisel is available, hut these 
can be ground from the flat chisel if necessary. To 
make a flat gouge, form the inside bevel first. 

O Create the lip or shoulder, shapmng the taper a 
little larger than your measurements. 

@ Carefully and lightly push the socket onto the 
rotatmg, tapered wood; this will mark the high 
spots where irregularities in the metal prevent 
the wood seating properly. 

@ Clean these marks away and, w ~ t h  a little trlal 
and error, you should arnve at a snug fct 

@ The chances are, though, that there w~ll  be a 
slight wobble when you stop the lathe to check; 
the ~ntemal metal will have a slight belly. This 
can he fixed later. 

Q Shape the handle proper, mnnlng the llne to 
merge with that of the metal socket. Make it a 
fract~on overslze at the wood-metal lunctlon; 
agamn, the roundness of the metal 1s bound to be 
less regular than that of the turned handle. 

MAKING A HANDLE FOR A 
SOCKET CHISEL 

These directions will apply to any socketed tool. 
Since you must go to the trouble of making your own 
handle, pick a good-looking wood. The easiest way to 
make the handle (and the method of choice) is by 
turning it on the lathe. Grip the wood for the handle 
in a chuck at one end, leaving the other end free to 
form the taper. 

O Make sure the very end of the socket is flat and 
true; use a tile to dress it if necessary. 

Q Take accurate measurements of the intemal 
length and diameter of the socket; assume for 
the moment that the taper is straight. 

It is best to form the taper to fit the socket first. Note 
that there is a shoulder or lip to support the socket 
end and add stability. (An alternative method which 
is sometimes recommended is to leave a gap between 
socket and shoulder to allow for the handle being 
driven further in by shrinkage or mallet pressure, but 
I have not found this necessary.) 

@ The handle should be a jam tit; the likelihood 
is, however, that the intemal metal of the 
socket is not flat (havine a belly in the middle), - 
and the metal wobbles on the wood sl~ghtly. 
Smear the taper with a tine sawdust and wood 
glue mix, push firmly on and allgn the seatmg. 
Leave to set. 

13 As you left the handle slightly overslze to beg~n 
w~th,  shave and smooth 1t down untll you can 
no longer feel the end of the wood and the 
begmmng of the metal socket. 

If you don't have a lathe, you can get a fairly accurate 
cast of the hole by push~ng warmed clay or a model- 
ling material such as Plasticine into the socket. Use 
this as a pattern to whittle the shoulder; bring it close 
to the finished taper before resorting to metal marking 
as in step 5 above. Once the socket is dealt with, 
carve and rasp the main part to shape. The result 
should he a snug fit with no movement. If there is any 
wobble, then correct the loose fit as in step 9 above. 

The resulu are beautiful and unusual tools to use, 
relatively heavy - particularly the smaller ones - until 
you get used to them. 
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MICROTOOLS 

T h ~ s  1s a term In c~rcularton (but not qulte 
established) for very narrow carving tools and, in 
part~cular, tools which are much  shorter overall than the 
regular gouges. Belng short, m~crotools are mostly used 
w ~ t h  one hand, or grlpped somewhat l~ke  a pencil. 

For delicate work the length and handle welght of 
the regular gouges can be an encumbrance. Micro- 
tools are welcome and useful tools for the carver of 
lntncate detall - although there 1s nothlng to stop 
you adapting a narrow gouge of the ordma* readlly 
available type. 

Several d~fferent makes are ava~lable, wtt) each 
manufacturer ~ r o v ~ d m g  onIy a lrm~ted range of what 
h e y  belleve to be the most useful and popular rools. 
As far as I know, there are no proper shortber~t tools 
to be had, or gouges in the flatter range - though, to 
be fair, it is dficult to d~fferent~ate sweeps at this size. 
You can make a flat gouge easlly enough, though, by 
caklng a mlcro ch~sel and ca~efully reshap~ng with 
bench- and sllpstones. Three types which I have 
found useful are: 

DOCKYARD TOOLS 

Made in Colorado by the Dockyard Model Company, 
these are available in several sets (for example gouges 

Fig 6.8 Dockyard 
microtools: simple, light 
and slender 

only, or mixed and graded by size). Wire-like shade 
emerge from a simple unfermled handle (Fig 6.61. 
These inexpensive tools are light and delicate, well 
shaped and easily manipulated. The smallest tool is 
Kain (1.5mm) wide. They take a little getting used to. 
as the shank, at around %.in (lrnm) thick, flexes a 
little disconcertingly i t  can even kink or bend at the 
handle if you do not use a light, straight touch. 

In contrast to the sslmple Dockyard tools, t h i  
K~rschen Zier-Schn~tze~sen ('fine' or 'dainty' carvm- 
rools) are more ltke standard woodcarving tool- 

r ~ g  b.9 Kmschm microtools: small we~nons of the17 full- 
sized took 
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Fig 6.10 Close-up of the 

working ends of Kirschen 
(left) and Dockyard tools 

w ~ t h  octagonal handles, ferrules and shoulders I needed. These small tools are excellent for fur, halr, 
(F~gs 6.9 and 6.10). These features make them a feathers, etc., where the shape of the anrmal or blrd 
little more expenslve. The smallest tool 1s %om makes some areas awkward to get at. 
(0.5mm), although most are rn the order of X,-Xsm 
(1-1 5mm) 

I ASHLEY ILES PALM TOOLS AND 
I 

BACKBENT V 
' The manufacturers term these 'American Palm Cut- 
I ting Tools', reflecting a style of carving common in 

the USA, stemming from a whittling style. The han- 
I 

dles are mushroom-shaped for use in one hand. (But 
/ do remember that you can always change the handle 
I d any carving tool to suit, if you don't like the one 
1 with which it was issued.) 

Although a small gouge is included in this range, 
the most unusual feature is the range of V-tools, 
which includes small (?&in/l.5mm) 45" and 60' 
backbent V-tools. The blade shape is the reverse of a 
longbent (salmon-bend) tool, rather than the reverse 
of the shortbent as I have been using the term in this 
book (Fig 6.11). Nevertheless, Iles are the only firm 

1 thar I know of makmg any backward-curvmg V-tool. 
In the past I've had to make my own for a part~cular 

I 

purpose, when nothmg else would garn the access 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

CARE OF 
WOODCARVING TOOLS 

To conslder ho+ best to preserve carvlng tools from I 
damage and deterioration 

To descrtbe appropriate and convenient ways of 

I 
storlng carvlng tools 

Carving tools need looking after: 

when you get them 

as they are belng used 

* dunng the tlrnes they are Idle 

Maintain a good level of sharpness 

The emphasis here is on maintenance. Aim for & 
best level of sharpness you can achieve, then ma& 
tain or improve this level, rather than oscillatini: 
between good and bad conditions. 

This is most s~mply achieved by cultivating good Put the tools away in the state in which you 
hablts. Before dealtng wtth speclfic ways of storing would like to get them out 
and looklng after carving tools, a few more general I t  is frustrating to get out a carvlng tool only to find 
thoughts rnlght be useful. 

that it needs sharpen~ng - or deal~ng with in some 

Deal with mechanical faults and problems 
with your carving tools straight away 

way - before it can be used. Far better to have took 
sharp, worhng well and ready for ~mmed~ate use. 
So have a rule: tools are not to be put away unles 
they are as sharp as you would like them to be when 

Rather than let a lot of small concerns bu~ld up, deal 
you next pick them up - t h ~ s  w~l l  save more effo~i 

with each problem as and when it is not~ced if at all 
than it creates. 

poss~ble The object 1s to get your tools feeling 
so comfortable and working so well that you need 

Protect the carving tools properly at all times 
hardlv ewe them a thought. T h ~ s  Includes making a . u - - 
h a b ~ t  of sharpening your carvlng tools as you buy Essentially this means respect: respect for the carving 

them, so that they are ready for use whenever the tools and what they can do. Protect~on appltes to 
need arises. mechanical damage, espec~ally to the cuttrng edges. 
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and to the effecrs of damp. Carving tools which 
are used continuously do not rust, so the longer the 
tools are left unused, the more protection they need 
from damp. This matters most to carvers working in 
garages and sheds at the bottom of the garden. If at 
all possible, bring the tools into the house between 

carving sessions. 

Newer lend out tools 

Make this a rule - even to friends. Woodcarvers have 

a degree of specialized knowledge and personal 
concern for their tools that is rarely shared sympa- 
thetically by others. It is not unknown for the 'friend' 
to be looking for a screwdriver while ostensibly asking 
for a chisel. The exception may be another carver 
whom you can trust to return the tools in the condi- 
tion in which you lent them. 

STORAGE POSSIBILITIES 

Put cawing tools away, and out of the way 

Large numbers of tools on the bench at any one time 
are in danger of being damaged if their edges knock 

against one another as you are working. By all means 
leave out the tools you are immediately using, but 
make a habit of clearing away redundant tools - and 
make sure they are put away sharpened. 

Periodically wipe the tools wi th an oily rag 

If tools are not being used for some time - or perhaps 
towards winter if the workshop is not heated, or is a 
little damp - this will keep them 'sweet'. Wipe the 
blades clean with a fresh cotcon rag before handling 
them again. 

Store them safely when not in use 

There are several methods of storing woodcarving 
tools - all attempt to store them out of harm's way, 
but ready when they are needed. The methods 
described below all have advantages and disadvan- 
tages. You may find a mixture of these the best way of 
storing your particular range of carving tools. 

TOOL ROLLS 

This is an old and well-tried method of storing and 
transporting carving tools. The handles of the tools 
are held in opposite rows of pockets, which are stag 
gered so that the blades of one side lie between the 
handles of the tools on the opposite side (Fig 7.1). 

Fig 7.1 In a tool roll, the 
handles in one set of 
pockets support and protect 
the b&s of the tools on 

the opposite side 
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The handles support the blades and edges and, when 
rolled up, the tools nestle together and are prevented 
from knocking against each other. The material ~tself 
can help protect the tools from damp; good choices 
include felt, or canvas or lmen whlch have been 
washed to remove any dressmg. 

Some measurements for an average roll are glven 
in Fig 7.2, but cons~deration could be given to having 
larger or smaller rolls with dimensions appropriate 
to your own tool slzes. You m~ghr try hning up a few 
sample tools and gauging the pocket sizes wtth a flex, 
~ble  tape measure. 

Tool rolls are eauly made wlth a sewing rnachlne 
(Fig 7.3). Use baize for the Inner pockets, w ~ t h  an 
outer plece of tough mater~al such as canvas. This 
should fold over the ends of the blades for addltlhnal 
protection, as well as strengthenmg the outside of the 
tool roll. Sewn-on tapes are used to tre the rolls up 
when not m use. 

A good, manageable size mlght take between 24 
and 30 tools. With larger numbers, the rolls start 
becomlng a blt cumbersome; several smaller rolls are 
a better ophon. These tool rolls need replacing every 
so often, as, with the best wlll m the world, the sharp 
tools will cut them. 

Without good organization, you w~ll be continually 
opening and closmg your tool rolls to put tools away 
or get them out. One idea is to fill the rolls according 
to the frequency with which the tools are used. A roll 
can be left open on the bench, but then a lot of bench 
space 1s belng taken up by tools that are not in use. It 
is better to leave the tool roll open somewhere away 
from the bench, but close by. 

Tool handle 

Fig 7.3 Makrng a tool roll fm more strength, sew a double 
lrne that crosses the edge of the pockets 

Outer. canvas-l~ke material 

Inner felt + ...nnm\ 
21n (50mrn) 

Long fastening 
tapes 

2-3in (50-75mm) 

h End pocket for pencil 

. .- --.- y I I I .   fa tool roll 
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The greatest advantage in storing woodcarving tools 
inside fabric rolls is enjoyed by those who do 
not have a permanent workplace. The tool roll can 
then be stored wherever convenient - perhaps in 
a wooden box such as a carpenter's toolbox, with 
other equipment. 

A type of tool roll which contains a row of elastic 
loops along the centre can be bought commercially, 
but is not recommended. Passing the sharp edges 
through the loops without cutting them - or your 
fingers - can be quite a palaver. Also, the blades 
themselves are looser than in the pocketed tool roll, 
which increases the risk of the delicate edges being 
damaged. This sort of roll may have its place for other 
bits and pieces, however. 

1 

This method of holding carving tools can be very 
convenient. The tools are within easy reach, and 
can be easily returned after use. The bench can be 
kept less cluttered and the tools at your disposal can 
be easily seen. 

Two types of rack are frequently used: 

LOOI'S O F  MAIERIAI 
I.? i t h e r  ,trip, <,l.i ~ , , r  ,C.IL l ~ ~ l r .  lie ~ : i ~ k , . . l  ..I ~i i r , , r .  

vals along a board at the back of the bench. Blades Fig 7.4 Loops of stout fabric or leather can be used for 

are inserted edge down, and the tool is supported by storing tools 

its handle (Fig 7.4). 
There are some problems. For this type of rack co 

work, the tool handle must be wider than the blade, 
or the tool will fall through the loop. This limits the 
size of tools to about l in (25mm) or narrower, 
depending on the size of the handles. 

The blades also need to be heavierthan the handles 
in order for the tools to hang upright. As some blades 
are quite small and light, their handles tend to fall 
over and across others. The edees beneath can then - 
touch or knock against one another, with possible 
damage. You should consider protecting the edges of 
some tools with vulnerable comers - such as fishtail 
and skew chisels -by means of a cork pushed on to the 
end (Fig 7.5). I prefer plastic corks over the natural L 
ones as they don't absorb wine, the acid of which I Fig 7.5 A cork, preferably plastic, will protect delicate 

have found to corrode the embedded edge. comers, either on the bench or when the tool is stored 
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WOODEN SHELF 
An alternative to loops 1s a rack made by borrng and 
cuttlng various-sized holes and notches into a shelf 
of wood (Fig 7 6). The holes take tools where the 
blade is smaller than the handle, the notches where 
the opposlte IS the case, normally gripping the blade 
by the shank. 

This is a firmer, safer arrangement than the loop 
method of hold~ng tools, but not so easy to adjust. To 
beg~n wlth, guesses have to be made as to what tools 
you may eventually have, and the holes, notches and 
necessary clearance between blades need to be estl- 
mated. A more elaborate solutlon would be a shallow 
wall-mounted cupboard wtth racks instde and on the 
ins~des of the doors. 

This works ve+y well as a storage method, especially if 
the drawers are part of the carving bench or close at 
hand. Use ddferent drawers, or parts of drawers, for 
part~cular sweeps or shapes of tools. Home,made 
drawers can be shallow boxes made w~rh  slmple butt 
jo~nts and plywood bases; they do not need to be elab- 
orate Making the bases wider than the boxes, so they 
can run in grooves in the sides of the carcass, is easier 
than making conventional drawer runners. 

Metal multi-drawer cabinets which are sold for 
office filing are exactly the right size for storing wood- 
carving tools. These units are available with 5, 6, 9, 
10 or 15 drawers and can be bought second-hand. 
The drawers can be easily labelled and, being metal, 

they will last indefinitely. Such drawers will n& 
lining to protect the edges of the tools. Self-adhesi1-i 
cork floor tiles are useful for chis; the unvamishk 
ones are better for protecting the contents of th 
drawer from damp. 

If all the tools are laid out neatly pointing in om 
directicq there is little danger of the blades clash& 
against each other when the drawer is slid open E 

closed. Alternatively, you can fit more tools in by 1a~-  
ing them in opposite directions (Fig 7.7), though ic 
this case you may have to take a little more care i; 
avoid cutting yourself as you take them out. The 
smallest tools, especially those with round handle. 
may roll a little, but a few wooden dividing strip. 
acting as racks, will prevent this. 

A traditional alternative to drawers is a lockable 
wooden box, with trays fitted in one above the 0 t h ~  
in the manner of a needlework box. This would is 
easier to make than a set of drawers, though perhap 
less convenient to use. You would need to keep your 
favourite tools in the top layer. 

There may be an occasion when carving tools ha1 c 

to be stored for a length of time, perhaps several 
months. Above all, protect them from damp: W I ~  

the blades with the same sort of oil used for sharpen- 
ing, or better still wrap them in oily rags. Protect 
them from damage by rolling them up in rags or in 
their own tool rolls Fmnally, keep them in a polythene 
bag in a dry place. 

Fig 7.6 A simple rack with hoks and notches for storing took 
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BENCH DISCIPLINE Use a mallet only when the tool is strong enough 

to take it, and be particularly careful with 
shoulderless tools. 

Previous chapters dealt with carefully selecting your 
carving tools; Part I1 discusses working your tools up WHEN THE TOOLS ARE ON THE 
to their most efficient and sharp condition. Caring for BENCH 

above. However, the discipline of looking after them The danger is that the carefully sharpened edges may 
also involves the time when they are actually used. be chipped rhrough knocking up against each other 
Again, some basic practices will help. or other metal objects. So to help guard against this: 

I DURING CAWING Line u p  the tools parallel to one another, with 
aI1 the blades in the same direction 

Avoid levering or prising wood chips away with The tools should be lined up at the back of the bench, 
the chisel or gouge, as this can break an edge -1 or out of the immediate working area. They will look 
cut the wood cleanly instead. a little like a series of piano keys, which is not a bad 

way to regard them. It is better if the edges point for- 
wards, as the tools can be recognized more easily from 
this direction (Figs 7.8 and 7.9). This is an excellent 

When a delicate tool such as a skew has entered habit to get into right from the start of your carving 
the wood, do nor rock it from side to side. There career. The discipline of always putting down your 
is a real danger of breaking the comer and tools in a row not only protects them from each other 
leaving it buried in the wood. but, by making the tools easier to find, speeds up the 

Fig 7.7 Reversing every other tool in a full drawer will 
safely fit more in 
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If an ad 
make a 
you a73il 

Fig 7.8 Lznxng up the took m use keepr thew edges from knockzng uga~mt each othe~ and makes them easzer to recoplze 
You wau 

carvlng process and adds enormously to the overall Keep tool edges away from anything metal - 
awareness and 'flow' of what you are domng. 

Qulte a few metal objects can he on the bench: 
clamps, holdfast heads, compasses, metal rulers and sc 

Try not to hawe too many tools on the bench 
on (Flg 7.10). The sharpened edges of woodcarvin~ 

If a lot of carvlng tools are needed on a partlcular job, tools only have to touch these thmgs, or each other. 
try to organue them so that the tools that are least to damage the edge sufficiently to leave scratch lines 
hequently used are out of the way and lrned up A wooden block placed beneath the jaw of a clamp 
towards the back of the bench. Brmg forward the wtll help to prevent contact with the cutting edge, as 
ones needed for the immediate tasks. well as protecting the work or the bench top from 

bmlsrng. Don't forget any metal objects embedded m 
Periodically clear the bench the wood itself, such as carvers' screws. 

Repeatrng a pan t  made above: make a hab~ t  of clear- 
Beware of the h g e r s  to carwing tools when 

lng the work area of sutplus tools and puttlng them 
nuwing around and adjusting work 

away, after first mak~ng sure they are sharp Also clear 

I- 
Fig 7.10 & 

the bench of wood chtps and other b~ts  and pieces This is the tune when - because the attention is else- - an uneqd,  
occaswnally - t h ~ s  can coinclde well w ~ t h  natural where -tools can be rolled about agalnst each other, carvers Be 
breaks for brewlng up. or knocked to the floor. "tnng edgs . 



rig 7.9 Carekss placing 
of tools on the bench wtll 1 rozt nnu m hvnaged edges 

CARE OF WOODCARVING TOOLS 

Touch up any damage to edges straight away 

If an edge does get chipped or damaged accidentally, 
- make a point of dealing with it as soon as possible. If 

you wait until you need the tool again, it will be when - LoQkhg afr6 w@&ming to& from 
you want to carve, not sharpen. rhe.morneneem &'get&eq, &&h 

Aeir sharpenin& wWe th$y &b$ipg 
&ed,to   hen-^&&^ ~-~ .are srgted,. .Invdlj.esa 
degree of discipline. W i p l i e  ~~~ can be seen: 
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To emphasize the importance and benefit of having sharp I 

woodcarving tools 

To make clear what 'sharpness' is, and what factors contribute to a 
sharp cutting edge 

To describe the sharpening process in general terms and, in detail, 
how specific types of woodcarving tools are sharpened 

1 To describe the equipment needed to sharpen woodcarving tools, and 
how to use and care for it 

. I To advise on how to maintain sharpness with the least effort 

To compare the merits of traditional sharpening stones and more 
recent alternatives 

To look at the problems and benefits of electrical sharpening 
methods 

To promote, through being at ease with the sharpening process, 

Each of these a m s  in turn w~ll now be cons~dered in a little more detail. 

The importance and benefit of W n g  sharp woodcaming tools 

When you obrain a new carving tool you must first put it into commission; in other 
words, bring it into full servlce. This means examining the tool along the lines 
already discussed: checking the handle for comfort, rhe shoulder, shank and blade 
for size and ahgnment, and so on. These checks you need only do once. Then, of 
course, check the cutting edge and bevel- this is the working part of the tool. 

The mew of many newcomers - stillmamtained by others who have been cam 
ing a whale  is that sharpenmg is a chore ~ ~ h l c h h a s  to be tolerated in order ro gel 
on wlth the carmng itself. The markenng of pre-sharpened tools caters to these 
feelings - but unfortunately the spontaneously self-sharpening woodcarving tool 
has yet to be invented, and the task of sharpening tools will remain, a s  ir always has 
been, somethii every carver must undertake. 

Even though there is hardly a book an catvlng that does not start with some 
information on the subject of sharpening, and information is also gtven our by tool 
manufacturers themselves, students at carving classes still rn up wrth badIy 
sharpened toole - or even tools so useless that no sharpening could reclaim them. 
The reason 1s ewofoltl: firstly, the smdent does not feel or comprehend why sharp- 
ness is importanr; and secondly, the information on sharpening is strll inadequate 
or unclear. 

What is needed is a change of att~tude to some extent. Carving tools should 
nor be seen as separate from the wooderarv~ng itself. Sharpening is not the bane 



and penance of the carver but part of the process - a process that rnvolves your- 
self, workrng wlth your desrgn, the wood, your carvlng tools and the high quality 
of then cuttrng edges. All these factors support each other as the whole process 
moves towards a sat~sfylng end (Chapter 8). 

Sharpenmg woodcarving tools 1s not a partrcularly difficult sklll to learn and 
exercrse, and can be en~o~able  in itself. In real importance only becomes obvrous 
with experrence, so a beglnner has to be convinced of the advantages to be had 
from really sharp carvrng tools, in order to put in the effort needed to learn the 
skills of sharpenmg. These chapters will try to help with leammg such skills and 
gettrng a feel for then rmportance. 

What 'sharpness' is, and what factors contribute to a shae  cutting edge 

As with carving itself, knowing what you are looking for is halfway to fmding it. 
What, then, is this magical sharpness? Is it always the same, for all carving tools, 
at all times, for all woods? 

The theme of these chapters follows the old axiom: 'To give someone a fish is 
to feed them for a day. To teach someone to fish is to feed them for the rest of their 
life.' Those who have been given a set of unprepared carving tools as a present 
must face the problem of sharpening them first. Without proper instruction, this 
can lead to a frustrating experience - ending, not uncommonly, in the whole 
notion of carving being abandoned before you have even started. 

With a gift of pre-sharpened carving tools, at least one gets to carve wood for 
the day. But without the necessary sharpening skills the tools dull, begin to cut less 
well, and dissatisfaction and frustration arise. 

The sharpening process in general, and how specific qpes of 
woodcawing tools are sharpened 

There IS a method, basic to the sharpening of all woodcarving tools, that can be 
taught and learned. The key approach grven rn these chapters wlll be adapted for 
different shapes, sweeps and slzes of blade to allow you to achieve what you want 
m a particular case, and In the qurckest and most stra~ghtfonvard way. 

Some of the techniques of sharpenmg may seem awkward at first - and cer- 
tarnly there are some tools that need more care than others - but they are well 
withm the capabil~t~es of anyone dexuous enough to carve (Chapter 9). 

The equipment needed to sharpen woodcarving tools, and h to use 
and take care of it 

If sharpness and carvrng tools are inseparable, acquurng carvlng tools means 
acquiring the means to sharpen them. Once you Invest money In carvrng tools, 
you need to invest a little more on the sharpenmg equipment, and learn to use it. 
There are various options m sharpening, lnclud~ng electrical help. But at the bas~c 
level you do not need much In the way of k ~ t ,  so the cost can be less than that of 
a few carvlng tools. And, m the same way that good-quality carving tools last a 
liet~me, so, as a rule, wlll good-quality sharpen~ng stones. 



Chapters 10 and 11 explain what equipment you need, why you need it and how 
to use it, as well as how to look after the various bits and pieces so that they last a 
long time. 

How to maintain sharpness with the least effort 

Sharpening tools, and maintaining their sharpness, is essential to the woodcarver. 
It needs to be accepted, and not seen as a chore or an interruption to the work. 
The meditative quality of sharpening can be enjoyed, as can the self-respect and 
joy in achieving and using a beautifully sharpened blade. There is also the oppor- 
tunity to take stock of how the carving is progressing. 

While fostering this attitude, ways can be found to minimize the effort of sharp- 
ening and maintaining the cutting edges - creating routines, rather than big 
events that stand out for their tediousness (Chapter 12). If you have a resistance 
to the discipline of sharpening, then the chances are you will have problems with 
the discipline of carving itself. 

Traditional sharpening stones and mare recent alternatives 

Sharpening 'stones' are now available in a wide range of materials, from true stone 
taken directly out of the earth to substances made with all the guile of high tech- 
nology. They may be given 'grit' designations in order to make a comparison with 
conventional stones, but they are not at all the same: their behaviour, cutting 
properties and feel differ considerably. 

Chapter 13 takes an overview of the various 'stones' available, assessing their 
strengths and weaknesses and how they fare compared with the well-tried 

A habit of regular s t ~ o p p k g  w~ll mntntam the keenness of the cutnng edge, and help to make 
sharpening a pleasant rouane rather than a major event 



Arkansas ollstone - which I have taken as a rough benchmark, and assumed as 
standard m my description of sharpening technique. 

The problems and benefits of electrical sharpening methods 

More and more, electrical sharpening methods are augmenting, even replacmg, 
the hadit~onal use of benchstones, sl~pstones and strops. When power sharpeners 
~roduce the correct qualrties of shape and sharpness, safely and easily - and much 
of the result depends on the expertise of the user - then they soon become essen- 
tial add~tions to the workshop of any busy carver 

However, the electrical devices available today have both benefits and draw- 
backs. They are helpful in some areas but can cause problems in others. It is nor 
simple, and sometimes not even possible, to achleve the shape and quality you aim 
for using elecrr~cal methods. The use of elecalcal sharpening or honlng machines 
therefore needs careful consideration (Chapter 14). 

1 

Promoting, through being at edse with the sharpening process, more 
confidence with woodcarving itself 

Throughout t h ~ s  book I take the attitude that the carving tools should not get m 
the way of the carver's intentlon. Tools can get in the way both phys~cally b y  
berng, for example, poorly shaped - and mentally, as when frustration arises from 
not be~ng able to sharpen a particular tool adequately or to ach~eve the effect or 
surface finish that 1s wanted. 

The answer to these som of problems lles largely m the idea of discipline: self- 
imposed habit patterns and approaches to tools, sharperung, and carvrng itself. 
Such disc~~lines ease the way towards what the carver wants to achleve, and 
command over woodcarvmg tools and their sharpness removes one of the major 
bamers between the carver and the carvmg. 

Based on a German 
wodcut  of 1470 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

WHY CARVING TOOLS 
MUST BE SHARP 

To emphasize the behefits of having truly sharp 

woodcarving tools 

To encourage carvers to see sharpening as a useful 

and pleasant exercise rather than an irksome chore 

Apart from carving itself, sharpening and looking The reason turning tools can be used in such a com- 

after woodcarving tools is the main task undertaken paratively rough state has to do with the high surface 
by carvers. A master woodcarver once told me that speed of the wood revolving beneath the cutting edge 

when costing a piece of work, he would allow up to - which requires short, tough bevels (Figs 8.1 and 

one third of the allotted time for sharpening and 8.2) a n d  the peculiar application of the cutting edge 

maintaining his tools. This is a stunning bit of infor- to the wood. Woodturners regularly supplement cut- 

mation for newcomers to take in, as it was for me at ting by finishing the turned shapes with sandpaper to 

the time. After all, the carving beckons - who wants expln;t the natural I~*a11*~7 nf the wood. - 
to spend hours sharpening! 

tools used in woodturning, one difference quickly 
becomes obvious: turning tools can be used straight 
from the grinding wheel. This is far from the case 
with carving tools. 

you the effect you are after. But carving tools . >  
normally undergo a far more involved process of 1 
sharpening before they are ready for use on the wood 
and the would-be carver can get down to work. - - 
Without doubt, this need to sharpen carving tools Fig 8.1 The nose of r luge: ~e 

has caused many a potential carver to become a steep bevel and the rounded end make this an unsuitable 
woodtumer instead. shape for a caruing tool 
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Fig 8.2 The very $hart b 
begel of thzs roughmg gouge 
makes it suitable fix turners I 
hrt enurely mappropnate 
for carmg 

1 

1 .  
, 

In carving, especially when carving realimic forms, peculiarities of pre-sharpened tools are comldered 
the cuts of the tools can be left as a surface finlsh m later, on pages 210-1 1. 
their own rtghc - but this means productng cuts worth The skill of sharpening the cutting edge 'just so' - 
leaving (Ftg 8.3). Carving involves many more (and and keeping tt sharp - is a skill wh~ch, for the 
mote cdnpl~cated and delicate) shapes of tools than 
tbose used in m n g ,  and rqures a much more 
involved approach to sharpening than could be 
achieved from a gr~nding wheel alone. 

Until quite recently, there was no such thhg as 
'ready-sharpened' woodcawing tools. Tools came 
with a bevel roughly ground, or set, by the factory. It 
was taken for granted that a carver would sharpen 
them exactly as he or she wanted. Although pre- 
sharpening has its advantages, carvers need to sharpen 
different tools in different ways for dlfferbt purpases, 
This 1s what the makers would have expected when 
they sent out tooIs 'set but not sharpened'. 

In this book, the emphas~s 1s on the set carvlng 
tool which requires sharpening, and possibly even 
resetring. Unless stated othenulse, these are rhe sort 
of tools that are being referred to. Pre,sharpened tools 
(FtggB 4) can easily be  deal^ with by the same method 
when it becomes necessary or appropriate to resharpen 
&em. The various advantages, d~sadvantages and 

Fig 8.3 Figures from The Assumption by E@d &rrk 
Aurm (completed 1750) at Rohr, Germany The smng 
changes of plane are the hallmarks of the 'glypfic' (carvwg) 
process beneath the gessa cowing, dad show the traces left 
'bj the carving tools themselves 
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EFFORT 
The cuttmg edge of a woodcawmg blade 1s noth~ng 
more than a wedge of steel - a fine wedge, cuttrng and 
p r w g  the wood fibres apart. The angle of the wedge 

Fig 8.4 Bnghtly polrshed, ple-shaqened tools, them ups 
protected by d~pping m a rubbery gel 

woodcarver, comes before everything else. Wlthout 
it, all other sk~lls of design and amstry will be com- 
promised and the execution of the work will suffer. 
And, as a skill, it must be learnt. Its value cannot 
be overestimated. 

To put m the effort to learn and practlse this skill, 
motlvarlon is needed - the effort: must be seen to 
be worthwh~le m terms of results. So what exactly 
are the advantages that tool sharpness gives to the 
carver, and why js such a high degree of sharpness 
needed? The followmg are some answers, but not m 
order of importance. 

Fig 8.5 i t  is an obvious 
brinczpk that the tluckness 
? fa  wedge refares to the 
zmount of efmt requ~red to 

1s the angle at which the bevel of the carvlng tool 1s 
set, and th'is can vaq under different conditions. The 
bevel also needs to be the correct shape, which will 
be dealt with in more detail in the next chapter 
(pages 128-40). 

If you find that cutting through wood is harder 
work than it need be, one of the most likely reasons 
is the incorrect setting of the bevel angle as a prelim- 
inary stage to sharpening (Fig 8.5). As soon as this is 
improved, the amount of effort needed to cut the 
wood will decrease. 

A microscope applied to the very edge of a carving 
tool shows a clystalline structure. The cutting edge 
is a wall of molecules making up a crystal lattice. 
When the blade cuts, this wonderful crystal edge is 
pushed into a similar microscopic world of wood 
fibres, prising it apart. When a tool is sharpened, the 
thickness of this crystal edge is refined down to the 
most slender state possible - the minimum thickness, 
given the angle of bevel, that will separate the wood 
molecules and fibres (Fig 8.6). Eventually this resis- 
tance will start to erode the microscopic structure of 
the steel, and from a thin peak of crystal, a thicker, 
rounded and broken edge will form (Fig 8.7). Forcing 

pwh it mto the same 
matma1 
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ig 8.6 Sharpen~ng 
r&m the crystal latnce o j  

nm&g edge to a kwel 
mhith cannot be seen by 
the mked eye 

edge 

- edge 

7 As the crystal lattice of the edge wears down, so more efi 
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a passage against the resistance of the wood becomes 
more difficult as the tool becomes blunt. 

The amount of effort needed to carve is affected by: 

the angle of the bevel 

the refining of the bevel edge by further 

sharpening. 

When less effort is needed to cut, the speed of carv- 
ing increases, in turn enhancing efficiency. Speed 
and efficiency also depend on the carver's approach 

to the work: the method and how the tools are used. 
Nevertheless, sharpness is indispensably linked to 
the swiftness and effectiveness with which a work is 
executed. So, less effort means quicker work and 
greater efficiency. 

With most woods, and correctly sharpened tools, cut- 
ting across the grain need not be much different from 
cutting with the grain. It is even possible, with some 

woods and the right technique, to cut cleanly against 
the grain if necessary - providing your took are sharp 
enough. Because sharpness makes all directions of cut 
available, sharp carving tools will help you achieve 
and control whatever form you are seeking. 

As a corollary, blunt tools will he inhibiting. They 
inhibit you mechanically (because of the dficulty in 
cutting with them), mentaIly (because blunt tools 
continually intrude on your intention) and emotion- 
ally (because of the frustration that arises), 

As well as giving control over the form, a really sharp 
carving tool will leave a beautiful, polished facet as 
it cuts away a wood chip. The bevel follows behind 
the cutting edge and burnishes the wood. This effect 
is best seen when the wood is cut with the grain, 
but also occurs with cross-cutting using the slicing 
technique. Such clean cutting may be all the surface 
finish that a carving needs in order to arrive at its 
finished state (Fig 8.8). 

Fig 8.8 A detail of The 
Banquet at Simon's 
(1490-2) by 
Riemenschneider. Light 
toolwork on the peak of the 
hat suggests fur, and 
therefore status; plain 
su$aces balance with 
strong areas of tool cuts; 
and a V-tool was probably 
wed to draw in details in 
the backFound 
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Blunt tools, however, tend to tear wood fibres rather 
than cut them, and leave scratchy ltnes - although 
thls can also be the result of bad carvlng technlque. 
This is when rasps, files and sandpaper will be resorted 
to as expedients. 

Tool cuts in the wood have been called the 'finger- 
prints of the carver'; they are untque m a way that a 
sanded surface 1s not. A sanded carvtng looks, and 
feels, very d~fferent from one left stra~ght from the 
chlsel. The freshness of cuttmg, m t h  crtsp lmes and 
edges, will all too eastly be removed by sandmg. The 
defin~te changes of plane that makes carvlng look d~f -  
ferent from modell~ng w~ll  be smoothed and rounded 
over. The effect of mn~udtctous sanding can be to make 
a ptece of carved work look as if it has been sucked a 
whtle, Itke a boded sweet. 

Uslng tools wlth sharp cutttng edges, accompa- 
nted by good technlque, at  least glves you the opnon 
of a surface finish left stra~ght from the chtsel. Many 
carvers have never experienced t h ~ s  ophon because 
their tools are not really sharp. They may have to 

, resort to sandpaper for the fin~sh, whatever the cost in 
loss of decal1 or deviat~on from the original rntentlon. 
Once really sharp tools have been used, a n  entirely 
new range of options IS often seen. 

.S MUST B E  SHARP 

Sanding is never an enjoyable task, and the less 
time and effort spent on sanding, the better. Even if a 
sanded finish is wanted from the start - say, to show 
off the natural colour and beauty of the grain - it is 
still worth working towards the final surface with 
sharp cutting edges. Odd scratches in otherwise 
cleanly cut facets of wood can be ignored, as these 
will be taken out with the sanding. Bear in mind that 
using tools on a sanded surface will blunt them, so 
carving must be completed before sanding begins. 
Choosing a smooth sanded finish is not the same as 
having to finish with a sanded surface because you are 
incapable of sharpening your tools properly, or have a 
poor carving technique (Fig 8.9). 

This may seem conrrary to what is expected, but 
blunt carvlng tools are actually more dangerous than 
sharp ones. Encouraging youngsters in schools to 
work w ~ t h  blunter tools, in the hope that thls will 
lead to fewer mishaps, 1s a mtstake. 

Puttlng as~de hazardous techntques and habits of 
carving - such as puttlng parts of your body in the 
way of the blade - a blunt tool needs more effort 

Fig 8.9 A smooth surface 
makes a dtferent iund of 
beauty auailabk to the 

carver 



WOODCARVING TOOLS. MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

behind it to force it through its cut. When the blade burden it is until sharp tools are used. Sharpening 
eventually reaches fresh air again, it is still being pro- carving tools is less tedious than workimg with blunt, 
pelled by this excessive force, so it tends to leap out badly, even wrongly sharpened tools. 
of the cut in an uncontrolled manner. It is far better On the other hand, sharpening itself can be a 
to take easier cuts, with less effort, and in a controlled worthwhile use of time. A break from carving to 
way, than to be continually jerking a blunt tool out of touch up an edge can give you time to stop and think, 
the wood. assess what you are doing and consider the next step. 

Without wanting to create too romantic a vision, I 

ENJOYMENT find that sharpening on a stone can be soothing - a 
quiet, healing sort of activity that contrasts with the 

One of the most tangible pleasures of teachmg wood- energy often found in the actual cutting. 
carving is to see the joy and recognition on the face Finally there is the sheer joy to be felt when a fine 
of someone who uses correctly and tmly sharpened edge of steel slices through a good piece of wood. In a 
tools for the first time. Some people may have been silent workshop it makes a noise, a sort of sliding, 
working away - possibly for years - with effectively whispering, as the shaving comes away. The simplicity 
blunt tools, even though they have tried their best'to of the action and the feel of control and command, 
sharpen them. even when striking the tool with a mallet, is part of 

This is the real case for sharpness: working with the reason why many people carve. All this is facili- 
blunt tools is a chore, and rarely appreciated for the tated by really sharp carving tools (Fig 8.10). 
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CHAPTER N I N E  

PRINCIPLES OF 
SHARPENING 

To define the factdrs which contribute to a sharp '='="*"- 
and correctly shaped cuttlng edge I 
To give a n  overview of the shatpening process I 

FUNDAMENTALS 

What is sharpness, and how do we measure it! Is 
there a difference between $sharp', "sharp enough' and 
'really sharp'? The amwe* to these questions lies 
largely In what we wish to achieve, but also in 
our astxtude 

The meaning of the word 'sharp' includes such 
wnnotations as 'keen', 'fine' and 'clear', as well as 

'piesctng'and 'acute'. The word refers to wit 
anrl temper, as much as to the cutting edge of a c a m q  
tml, Woodcanters certa~nly need their tools and wir 
to h v e  these quaI&ies, if not their temper. There is 
also rhe carver's adage to be borne m mind: 'Dull 
tools make dull wmk-' 

The essential ~ a c r e r ~ s ~ i c s  of a sharp carving 
tool are these: 

The edge will cut thmugh word more eas~ly than 
a dull one with the same angle of beveL 

IC will leave a shiny, polished facet, without 
scratch marks. 

The surface left from clean toolwork may be 
regarded as finished, givlng a parricular clean and 
sparkhg to the work. 

The carvlng tool cuts more or less as nicely 
across the grain as with it; the sharpness makes 
negotiating curves easier, where one side of the 
curve will be against the gram. 

A sharp edge, properly shaped - for example, 
with its comers retarned - works as efficiebtly as 
possible. 

Graoves and cuts can be laid down next to each 
other mthout tearing up or crumbling the ridges 
of wood m between (Fig 9.11, 

Using a sharp carving tool IS less of a physical 
effort than uslng a blunt one. 

Twithout doubt, such tools are more of an  
aesthetic pleasure to use than dull ones. 

h e  wood sculptors, worki~y! on large sculpture with 
the intention of using files and rasps aftenvards, can 
afford to m o r e  scratches on the surface of the wood 
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Fi 9.1 One rest for shmpness is eo fay u nates of grwves mt to each othLl 

or tom p n  took which are a bit dull, as these flat, rounded et hollowed along its k n g h  and them 
marks wiI1 eventually be. removed. As a tomdEous may be s bevel on one or both s~des of dre cut- 
decision && may justified on the grounds o f e x p  edge, che sum of whichgkves the overall bevel angle. 
diency - a ~ a s e  of 'shaq enough', with less 'down The bevel on a wood- toal is m effect a 
time'. More often than nut, however, it is a case of wedge which. cute and prises .fibres a p w  winsr resis- 
the sculptor not knowulg - nac having been taught- t a m  (Fw 9.2 and 9.3). Aa wood f ib re~f romdien t  
or not bothe~ing to mahain  the cutting edges. 

What matters is the cuurng af the roo1 in the 
woad, and vhether it achieves what you trrant ir ta. 
W~th e~rperlence you will become ac.utely semirive 
rs the feel of the roo1 a2 ast is working. You will also 
see what fs happening from the path of the gougt: or 
clrisei, and will know havv t~ make equally sensitive 
adjustments to the edge. 

BEVELS AND CUTTING 
I 

ANGLES 

FUNCTION 
I 

The bevel 1s the shape taken by the thlck, supporting I 
metal of the blade as a thins down to the fine cuttlng Fig 9.2 It is hel~ fu l  to regard the bevel as nothrng other 
edge wh~ch actually penetrates the wood. It can be than a very refined wedge, cleavzng the matenal 
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I underlying bevel. The importance of the bevel is 
often neglected by beginners, who tend to sharpen 
the very edge only, produc~ng a secondary bevel that 
gradually thickens in size (Fig 9.4). Getting the bevel 
the nght shape is a major part of sharpening correctly. 

1 The set of a camme tool IS the angle at wh~ch the u - 
1 bevel has been ground on the blade; to put it another 

way, how long or short the hevel appears. Carvers 
usually talk about 'longer' or 'shorter' bevels, rather 
than nammg an actual angle, because thin is how they 
appear. When the outer bevel 1s flat, the hevel angle 
is more or less the cutting angle: the angle between 
blade and wood when the tool starts to cut. In a 
V-tool, the cutting angIe 1s taken from the keel bevel, 

Fig 9.3 The wedEe-like achon of the bevel is evdent here, 
causung the wood to splct cn advance of the cuttmng edge 

species of tree bmd together in d~fferent densit~es and 
strengths, drfferences in the wedge-shape of the bevel 
are requlred to deal w ~ t h  this resistance efficiently. 

In the same way that carving proceeds from the 
main masses and forms through to the final details, 
sharpenmg a carvmg tool 1s a process of refining the 

I 

as the apex begins to bite. The cutting angle is an 
imporrant concept, as we shall see in the discussion of 
hollow, round and flat bevels (pages 132-6). 

Invariably, a hevel will have been set on a carving 
tool when it leaves the maker, whether it has 
been sharpened further or not. The grinding of the 
bevel may be part of an automated process in some 
factories, or it may involve a skilled person using an 
industrial grinding wheel. But this bevel angle, preset 
by the manufacturer, is not necessarily the one that is 

Fig 9.4 Sharpening with 
secondary bevel (shown 
here on a carpentry chisel 
where it is common 
practice) is not the best 

+3r carving tools 
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wanted by ,the carver (Fig 4.5). There are varlous clr- 
cumtances m whlch a different angle - a longer or 
shorter bevel - may be needed. 

One problem wlth pre-sharpened tools is that, 
while the bevel may mdeed be set at a useful angle, it 
may not be the most useful working angle for the 

needs of the individual carver. Someone buying a 

woodcarving tool far the first time may assume that 
the shape of the bevel found on the blade is the cor- 
rect angle for the tool and can not be altered. It ma! 
be the cotrect set of bevel, but then agam, it may not. 

If the angle of bevel you need is different from the 
one which has been ground on the tool, then you will 
have to begin by resening the bevel. Thls usuallT 
wolves regind'mg. 

There are two factors workitlg against each other m 
the ser of the bevel. As the bevel becomes longer and 
the wedge effect sha~per, the tool, in theory at least, 
1s able to work its way through the fibres of the wood 
with less effort. But the cost is In loss of strength - 
there is less metal to buttress the cutting edge (Fig 
9.6). As the bevel becomes longer, the cutting edge 
becomes weaker, until the fibres of the wood may be 
hard enough to damage the cuttlng edge before being 
cut themselves. 

big 9.5 1 he beel offared by the maker o j  thls wol is abaut 
45". It m a y  never o c w  to a newcomer to carvang that this 
can be, and needs to be, changed 

'Blunter' but 
weaker 

Fig 9.6 The relationshzp 
between shmpnsss and 
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BEVEL ANGLE 

Correctly assessmg the bevel angle (or length) comes 
as a matter of experience. The ovrrall angle - that of 
the Inner and outer bevels comblned - usually varies 
between 20" and 30' (Fig 9 7). Remember, however, 
that blades are of different thicknesses, and t h ~ s  w~ll  
affect how long the bevel appears. 

What bevel angles are needed, and under what 
urcumstances? The determ~ning factor 1s the hard- 
ness of the wood fibres. 

Wood varles between soft (such as pne)  at one 
end of the range and very hard (such as boxwood) at 
the other, with medium degrees of hardness (such as 
lime or basswood) in between. The terms 'soft' and 
hard' In thls context are functional ones, and should 
not be confused with the b~olog.lcal terms softwood 
and hardwood as defined m Volume 2, Chapter 6. 

The most common woods used for carvlng fall into 
a middle range of hardness, and an outer bevel of 
around 20°, as found on most newly manufactured 
tools, is appropriate for these The woods III this 
m~ddle range of hardness d u d e  l~me  (basswood), 
walnut, oak and mahogany - but even these woods 
vary ln denslry and hardness depend~ng on the 
cucumstances In whlch they were grown, whether 
there are any hard knots in them, and so on. An outer 
bevel set at 20" wlll be sultable for most situations in 

med~um-hardness material. It looks about twlce as 
long as the thickness of the blade, when there is a 
bevel on one side only. 

Soft woods Include plnes such as northern plne 
and yellow pme. These t~mbers were extensively used 
m the past, especially durtng the Regency period, for 
carvlngs on fire surrounds and panels. To reproduce 
these pieces and effects today, top-quality plne may 
st111 be used. 

Many people assume that the softer a wood IS, the 
more easily it can be cut. But what actually happens 
1s that the sofrer fibres buckle before the advancing 
wedge of metal (Fig 9.8). The fibres may not reslst - 
stay still long enough - to be cut cleanly, and so 
they tend to tear What is needed for carving these 
soft types of wood is a longer bevel, effectively a 
sharper edge, than mlght be expected. The keenness 
drvldes the fibres before they crumble, givlng proper 
clean cuts. 

However, wlth a longer beveI, the strength of 
the cutting edge 1s reduced. If a carving tool wlth a 

longer bevel, sultable for pme, is used on a harder 
wood such as oak, the cuttlng edge wlll disintegrate 
and produce a scratched and tom surface. I t  was not 
unusual m the past for a carver to have more than one 
set of carvlng tools: a special set of tools with extra- 
long bevels was kept solely for work on these very 
soft woods. Conversely, some exotic woods available 

Fig 9.7 What some different bewel angles look Lke 
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Fig 9.8 Different beuel 
angles are needed to deal 
with different resistances of 
wood fibres 

A longer, therefore sharper, 

111 bevei is needed I 

I 
I 

I 
Very hard 

wood 
1 

crumbles the 
I 

cutting edge ,ea 
A shorter, therefore stronger, I 

bevei is needed I 

today, such as l~gnum vrtae, are extremely hard. The F ~ T N E S S  
bevels for these woods need to be shorter for cutting 
edges to survive. The bevel can have three d~fferenr contours from the 

If a carvmng tool is not cuttmg easily or satisfacto- heel to the edge (Frg 9.9): 
rily, even though the edge appears to be as sharp as 
possible, it may be that the bevel needs adjusting to * ballow (concave) 

be a lttrle longer or shorter. What is being sought at , rounded (convex) 
the end of the day is the longest, and therefore 
sharpest, bevel compatible wrth strength. * flat. 

Rounded (convex) / < 

bevel / -7 

Hollow (concave) 
/ 

- 
bevel / 
/ 

/ 
Flat bevel -7 
/ 

Fig 9.9 Three rypes of 
b w l  pTo& 
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In the prevlous d~scuss~on about the bevel angle, the 
assumption was made that the bevel was s~mply flat 
between heel and edge, without any secondary 
bevels T h ~ s  IS the correct shape, and there are several 
good reasons why this IS the best optlon. Let us con- 
s~der the alternatives: 

HOLLOW BEVELS 
A hollowed contour comes from apply~ng the bevel 
to a c~rcular grmding wheel, which gr~nds its own 
shape Into the metal. From the grmdlng wheel the 
tool may then be sharpened on flat benchstones, but 
not enough to remove the hollowness completely 
(Fig 9.10). A hollow In the bevel continues to exlst 
between the two flat surfaces produced on the bench- 
stones (Fig 9.11). , 

It might be thought that a slightly hollow-ground 
bevel 1s a better optlon than a truly flat one, as the 
blade 1s more free to follow the cuttlng edge. W ~ t h  
t h ~ s  benefit, however, come two disadvantages. The 
first IS the Inherent weakness in a hollow bevel. As 
the hollowness encroaches on the cuttlng edge, the 
amount of mater~al buttressing the edge 1s reduced. 
The edge becomes effectively sharper, but weaker. 

Secondly, a hollowed bevel rldes up on the edge of 
a cut, say when setting in, and working feels awkward 
and inaccurate compared with a truly flat bevel (Fig 
9.12). This relates to the so-called 'self-jigging' action 
that wlll be discussed later (page 137). 

Fig ' low-giound beuel with secondary bevels at 
heel and edge 

Fig 9.11 The effect of 
honing a hollow bevel 
(exaggerated) 

No support 

-. 

- 

Fig 9.12 It is difficult for a hollow-ground beuel to 'sev-jig' 

I 

Hollow centre from 
the grinding wheel 
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Fig 9.13 A uwir bought witl- ewe1 set but not 
shar~ened usually has a f i t  bevel because of the hrge 
diameter of indwtnal grinding wheels. The bevel may also 
be quite even and a good size, like this one 

Leaving a hollow bevel is not necessarily a quicker 
way of sharpening a carving tool, either. With 
correct grinding, it takes no longer to flatten across 
the whole bevel - so making the edge stronger and 
lining up more accurate - than sharpening from heel 
to edge. 

New tools are sometimes supplied straight from 
the grinding wheel, but, because the wheels used by 
manufacturers are very large, the hollowing is imper- 
ceptible (Fig 9.13). 

ROUNDED BEVELS 
Some hollowness, or concavity, towards the centre of 
the bevel is preferable to a rounded or convex bevel. 
A rounded bevel is produced by lifting or lowering 
the handle during grinding or honing, thereby alter- 

ing the angle at which the blade is presented to the 
grinding wheel or benchstone. 

At  the cutting edge, the rounded bevel has an 
obtuse profile - the opposite to that of a hollow- 
ground tool - with two results. In the first place, a 

MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

thicker wedge of steel has to be pushed Into the wood. 
requlrmg more effort (Fig 9.14). Secondly, the carv- 
ing tool will not start to cut the surface of the wood 
until its handle is positioned higher than would be 
the case with a flat bevel. In other words, a rounded 
bevel gives a higher cutting angle (Fig 9.15). The 
angle at which the tool cuts affects your ability to 

control it. The lower the angle, the more control you 
have when cutting - your hands rest on the wood and 
work more surely. The higher the cutting angle, the 
more awkward and uncontrolled the cutting becomes. 

Rounding the bevels of woodcarving tools is a fre- 
quent and major cause of their handling and cutting 
badly, with unnecessary effort. I t  is a more common 
fault than a bevel which is flat bur with an incorrect 
angle. A seemingly small change from round to flat 
bevels makes an enormous drfference to the quaht, 

and control of cutting 
The exceptions to this rule are the longbent and 

shortbent chrsels and gouges. A slight round~ng of the 
bevel 1s acceptable here as an extenston of the bent or 
rounded shape of these tools, helping to J I ~  the edge 
through its hollow cut. 

Fig 9.14 Although the edge may look sharp, the cutting 
edge o j a  rounded bevel gives a thicker boint of contact with 
the wood than a flat one, and a higher cutting angle 
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Fig 9.16 A shallow, f i t  beuel; note the relief gnnding on 
the heel 

Fig 9.15 A raunded beuel requires a sreepa cutting ungk 

FLAT BEVELS 
Flat bevels cut most efticientlv and contribute the 
greatest amount of strength to the edge for a grven 
degree of sharpness, wmpared wmth hollowed ar 
rounded bevels. The cutting angle can be accurate 
and low (Flg 9.16); and the bevel will selfqmg (see 
page 137) along the face the edge is cuttmg, It is no 
more trouble to sharpen a flat bsvel than any of the Stialght keel 
other sha~es so fat discussed. The nracticalitles of 
producing accurate, flat bevels are dealt with in 
Chapter 12. 

One final point about V-took: the keel - rhe line Deta~l  of angle 

of metal at the angle where rhe two s~des join - 1s the 
maln part of the bevel that is rubbmng the wood dur- 
ing its cur. As such, it should be like the bevels of 
orher straight tools - flat from the cutting point to the 
heel. However, the keel is slmghtly softened by round- - - - 

ing it from side to wde, and is nat kept as a knife-llke Fig 9.17 The a c t d  angk a7 apex of a V-tool, slung &t 

angle (Flg 9.17) This helps the blade slide along its keel, IS slightly rounded, the keel rema~ns so'aght &raghut 
groove and cut curvrng lrnes more eas~ly. 1% length 
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SECONDARY BEVELS Some carvers sharpen only the very edge of their 
There are rhree things which increase the cutting carving tools, producing a small secondary bevel 
angle and make you feel less m control of the tool: This in effect thrckens the wedge of metal, as the 

sharpening at too steep an angle in the first 
place 

rounding the bevel 

angle of the secondary bevel must be greater than 
that of the prrmary one. The secondary hevel gets 
longer with each sharpening, whrch gives much the 
same effect as increasing the cuttmg angle of the tool 

tncluding a secondary bevel 

- - - 
(Flg 9.18). Eventually the tool will need regrinding 

Sharpen~ng a secondary bevel is more often than I 
not an ill-directed hahrt. It takes the same amount of 

I-- I time and effort to present the bevel flat to the bench- 
stone and oroduce a contmnuous. flat bevel from heel I 
to edge at the outset, as ~t does to produce a secondary 1 bevel. A blade wrtb a flat bevel wmll only need 

4q I 
regrindmg if, say, a comer 1s broken, not because the 1 

I 
I bevel angle has changed. So secondary bevels cannot 
I 
I be recommended. 

5 
INNER AND OUTER BEVELS I 

1 
I If you compare a carpenter's chisel wtth the flat firmer 
I 

chmsel used by a woodcarver, one difference is imme- 
diately apparent: wh~le the carpentry chisel has a 

I bevel on one ride only, the finner chisel has a bevel 
I 
1 on both sldes. An echo of this occurs in carvrng 1 
I 
I gouges, where a second bevel IS usually found on the 

I inside (Figs 9.19 and 9.20). 
A lot of books on woodcarvmg neglect the inner 

Fig 9.18 Reshmpenmng a secondary bevel Increases the bevel altogether. Although there are instances where I 
thzckness of matenal beh~nd the cutang edge and therefore the an rnside bevel IS not needed, or may even he un- 
effort nneeded to cut wood, the tool will need regcnd~ngat desirable, the practice m the woodcarving trade has 
some poznt always been to sharpen an inside bevel on straight 

/ 
Inner 

(inside) 
bevel 

Outer (outside) bevel 
Fig 9.19 inner and outer 
hcvels on a carving gouge 
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on the cut surface, which then acts as a guide, 
or jig, for the rest of the blade. The chisel will cut 
accurately in a straight line, provided it is pushed 
sympathetically (Fig 9.21). 

There is no equivalent flat face to a carving chisel 
t h e  flat bevel may have some self-jigging quality but, 
being so short a surface, the effect is negligible. 
Although carved surfaces can look very flat, on close 
inspection they have usually only been wurkcd 
smooth enough to appear flat to the eye. Often a finger 
can detect shallow facets where the surface has been 

finished with a flat (no. 3) gouge. 
In normal use, woodcarving chisels and gouges 

enter and leave the wood continuouslv in a fluid pro- 
Fig 9.20 The well-stropped inner bevel, seen from above, cedure which is not aimed at creating surfaces for 

exact, functional purposes. The self-jigging action is 
gouges for the several advantages it gives. I t  may be not, therefore, appropriate. Having said this, carvers 
helpful to summarize these advantages. A n  inner often have a few carpentry chisels in their kit for 
bevel on a straight carving gouge: those occasions when true flamess is required. Also, 

some carving procedures - such as the rounding over 
eases away the wood chip or shaving from the 

blade as it cuts, allowing the cutting edge to 
proceed through the wood with less effort 

facilitates using the gouge in a reversed ('upside 

down') position 

shares the overall bevel angle between the inne 

and outer bevels, which allows the outer bevel t' 
be longer, Lowering the cutting angle and giving 
greater tool control 

strengthens the cutting edge by placing it more 

towards the centre of the steel, where it is 
buttressed on both sides. 

It is only fair to say that these points are debatable. It 
is worth looking into the reasoning behind the use of 
inner bevels a little further. The difference between 
the single-bevelled carpentry chisel and the carver's 
double-bevelled firmer chisel can be used to illustrate 
some important aspects of how woodcarving tools 
and bevels work. 

Carpentry chisels are used mainly to  make wood- 
working joints, such as mortise and tenon joints, and 
to pare accurate, flat surfaces prior to gluing up. The 
flat face causes the tool to be self-jigging as the edge Fig 9.21 The f i t  faze of a carpenter2 chisel is self-ji@ng 
enters the wood, the flat underside of the chisel rests and runs along the line of its o m  cut 
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of berry (pea) ~~ouldmgs -may work better without 
the inside bevel; but these are more the exceptLon 
than the rule. 

As a practical exercise, take a carpentry chisel 
and, with the unbevelled side of the blade down, cut 
a gat face across the edge of a piece of saftwood. The 
jigging action can be observed, helping the blade to 
line up. Now t t y  to Ilft the blade out of the wood, 
while continuing to cut, by lowwing rhe handle. You 
will find thls difficult, dnot  irrrpo$slble, to do cleanly: 
the edge tends to snatch and break out the wood in 
front of tke blade. 

Now turn the ehlsel upside down so the bevel is 
towards the wood, and repeat the exercise. You 
will see how much more difficult it is to cut a truly 
flat face, while at the same time how much a s h  
~t is to cut out of the wood by lowerrng the handle 
(Fig 9.22). 

When the bevel is down, the heel end ofthe bevel 
acts as a fulcrum, ltfting the edge to brmg LC out ofthe 
wood. This ablhty of carving chisels and gouges to 

pivot around the heel and remove wood chips and 
shavings is essential to the acr of carvmg. 

Many beginners fail to understand that shavings of 
wood can only be removed cleanly while the cuukg 
edge ts naming th~oz($h the wood. It is not enough to cue 
into the wood wtth a gouge and lever down on the 
handle to prEe a waod chp  away - this only blunts 
the edge, and might actually break it. The edge can 
only work with the heel in the way descr~bed, and rhe 
chip cr shavmg can only bt. cut clmnly, if the edge ts 
a c d y  b a g  pushed fo~lsanls through the wood. 

If you rake a long shavmg with a double-bevelled 
chisel ar gouge, you wtll find that the shaving curls up 
and away from the blade and does not remam 
straight; a s~milat curling effect is  seen in a carpentry 
plane (Fig 9.231.This curling is the result of the shav- 
ng being forced upwards by the top bevel (against rhe 
cap iron or chipbreaker in a plane). The underside of 
the shaving is broken but the top remamns intact and 
compressed. The different temions curl and dear rhe 
shavmg away from the blade as it is cut. 

- - - - - - - - - 

The flat face 
behaves like an 

infinite bevel 

in the wood 

i-- - 7y- - 

Fig 9.22 The effect of 
turning a carDenter's 
(single-bevel) chisel upside 

The edge pivots 
on the heel and 

down is to allow the cut to 
pivot on the heel of the 
bevel; try this 
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This side of 
shavinq broken 

Cawing gouge 
with inside 

bevel 

-- - -\=- ~j -- - - -  
6- 

Front secjion of sole Plane iron 

Fig 9.-- % henslde bevel helps to curl the shadngs wp and awuy fiom the cut, rn the same way ar a jainerk plane 

Putting an inner bevel (in-cannel) on carving gouges Another occasion where an tnner bevel 1s an advan- 
im~cates the effect of a carver's double-bevelled tage occurs when a gouge xs used upside down, with 
firmerch~sel and, as the inside bevel curls the shaving the mouth (the concave side) to the surface of the 
away, the edge cuts thraugh the wood more easily wood. In this position, a gouge wlll shape rounded 
CFtg 9.24). forms: beads, reeds and so on; the ~nner bevel enables 

the edge to negot~ate and leave the cur more 
easily. Being at such a shallow angle, the inside bevel 
normally lacks a true heel, and rends to merge wltb 
the cannel, but it helps nevertheless. 

The actual amount of bevel on the insrde varies It 
tends to be longer on a flatttsh gouge, and can be as 
much as one th~rd of the length of the outer bevel. 
The quicker the gouge, the shorter the inner bevel 1s 
ltkely to be. The deepest, U-shaped gouges [nos. 10 
and 11) are not used upslde down and will have very 
short, t~ght bevels, servlng only to direct the shavmg 
up and out of the narrow cannel better. 

A Iow cutbng angle - the angle at which the cool 

I 
h to be offered ro h e  wood in mder for it to start 
cutting - gives greater tool control. A law cuttmg 

,/ 
,/ angle is caused by a smaller outer bevel angle as it 

rests on the wood. But, as we have seen, this means 
I a weaker edge. An ~nner bevel keeps the cut tin^ 

Fig 9.24 The mner b e d  dwects the shaang out of the effecrivelv buttressing ir from both sides. Being short, 
mowh of the gouge, easmgrke passage qi & tool the inner bevel offers less resistance than a single 
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bevel with the same overall angle would do (Fig 
9.25). This is one good reason for having an inner 
bevel: it gains you a lower cutting angk while maintain- 
ing toughness. 

When considering the strength of the edge, it is 
important to remember that when the edge rocks 

rout of the cut on the heel, quite a lot of pressure is 
"exerted on it by the wood chip. The cutting edge 
;of a blade with a single bevel is only supposted by 
.the steel on one side. With an inner bevel as well, the 
scutting edge is moved towards the centre of the blade, 
 and is now buttressed by the steel on both sides, 

which braces and strengthens it. Carvers tackling 
very hard woods may consider placing the cutting 
edge quite far towards the centre of the blade by shar- 
ing the total angle of bevel more equally between the 
inside and outside. 

DIFFERENCES IN CUTTING 
PROFILE 

The configuration of the cutting profile - the longl- 
tudrnal section through the cuttlng edge (Fig 99.6) 
- varies between tools. Not all tools have the same 

Sig 9.25 Although a short 
inner beuel tncreases the 
overall angk, this is not at 
all the same as a solzd I 
effort to push throug 
wood 

- .  \ 
Fig 9.26 The idea 
cutting pafile for most 

\ carving gouges throws the 
n,rter bevel 

cutting edge towards the 
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th~ckness of metal, or the same angle or disposmon of 
Inner and outer bevels, for example. 

U-shaped gouges (fluters and veiners) and V-tools, 
which are not used ~n the reversed or upside- 
down posltion, tend to have a significantly 
shorter inner bevel. 

The flatter the gouge, the longer the Inner bevel 
IS; cuttlng ln the reversed posltion is a prrnclpal 
funct~on of these gouges. 

Inner bevels are not normally put on the curved 
and bent gouges. The curve of the blade itself 
directs the edge through the cut, and these tools 
are never used upside down 

Not all carvers dec~de to add an mner beveI to 'their 
gouges, but there are enough good reasons and advan- 
tages ro make thls practice worthwh~le. 

THE CUTTING EDGE 

If you examine the metal of a blade's cutting edge 
under a microscope, a crystalline structure can be 
seen. The carbon and iron, together with any other 
additions makulg up the steel, form themselves into 
tense crystal lattices. These lattices are the 'gram' in 

the metal, formed by the forging and heat meatment, 
which glve it suength and resdience. 

T h ~ s  wondehl edge is a refinement of the bevel. 
But, in add~tion to the flatness of the bevel, the besr 
cut, feel and efficiency is only gained from the carving 

tool when a certain form is glven to rhe cuttlng edge 
and bevel as a whole. This form includes: 

edges at right angles to the blade 

straight edges 

sharp comers 

even thickness. 

These particular features need to be borne in mind 
whde sharpenmg. They can be regarded as standards 
at  which to alm, 

Carving tools, w~ th rhe  exception of skew ch~sels, are 
sharpened wlth the cuttlng edge at  rlght angles (90") 
to their longitudinal axis (Fig 9.27). Apart from the 
skew ch~sel, it is not necessary to give carving tools 
skewed edges, although there are some skewed gouges 
that have appeared on the market falrly recently. This 
point needs exploring fur&er, as it relates to useful 
rdeas about the actual technique of carvmg. 

Straight chisel Fishtail V-tool Stmight gouge Fig 9.27 Cutting edges at 

right angles (90') to the 
longitudinal axis 
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Skewed fishtail chisels go back a long way. E t c h i n ~  
depicting carvers at work from the lare 
Gorhic-Remtssance period (around 1480-1530), 
which rdudes the work of such preemment names 
as T h a n  Riemenschnelder, depct such toola in use 
(Ftg 9.28) - but nor skewed gouges. 7 h e  Science 
Museum in South Kensmngton, London has an 
example of a Chlnese skewed fishtail &sel with a 
socket instead of a tang, daring from atound 1850, in 

dn en$rnuing by 'Hans &q&mdiiri 

a r o u d  1500; illuspmtions of tkk 
p e d  often show skew chksls i n  use 

its collection (inventory no. 1875-53); it is illustrated 
in Volume 2, Chapter 3. 

Skewed gouges have never been in the standard 
k ~ t  of the carver anywhere. That skewed cheek have 
a long history reflects the general usefulness of the 
skew chisel to the carver. The corollary can also be 
made! the reason that skewed gouges have never 
appeared as standard reflects their comparative lack 
of usefulness, even though carvers might fie1 the 
need fm a skewed edge under some circumstances 
The recent introduction of skew gouges seems to me 
to answer a need which is not really present, at the 
same time sacrificing other useful qualities that right- 
angled edges have. On the other hand, some carvm 
do find such rdnements useful (see Chapter 6, 
pages 101-2.). 

One poinr even in favour of such gouges is chat 
their obltque edge slices the wmd in a similar fashron 
to a guillotme. However, this effect can be achteved 
more simply by an appropiate cuttine; action with an 
ordmry gouge. A gouge can be pushed dead srraight 
along the wood, or it can be given a winding* sl1cin.g 
action by rotating the ~ 1 s t  of the pushing hand as 
the cool advances. The gouge is thus rotated or 
'rocked' through i t s  at, sl~cing rhe wood (Fu 9.29). 

Fig 9.29 .licing cut: a basic and very important caruing t e c h n i q ~  
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Tig 9.30 Three profil 
cumng edges (a) pant 
or nosed, (b) wmnged, i 

a b c (c )  stratght 

- - - - - - - 
and to a greater OL lesser degree as needed. Such a 
&cmg cut is a 'very basic and important carving The cutting edges of carvmg gouges and chisels 
technique, which beg~nne~s need ro master as early as have one of three profiles (Fig 9.30): 

-A -.' -Xb- .,.-, --- 
117 ---- ill__-~~ to some extent - ~t is said 

The only gouges wlth which thts sllcmg cut is be nosed or bullnased. 
not pmsible are those based on a U-shape (nos. 10 
and 11). Since the sweeps of all other guugrs are The central part of the edge may recede behu 

comers p r o d  and a n  be 
;ed 

The 'square-od' orlentatton of a cutting edge is lme with the comers, in addition to being at. 
also essenrml for clean ~ettiag. in, allowing the tool right andea as discussed above. 
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Thlsslicing cut can be made to the left or the right, STRAIGHTNESS I - 
I possible. There is no need to skew the edge of a gouge . fie cmtra~ nf dm mlri ntnml~e 

EO kchieve this particular effect. 

based on arcs of c~rcles, the edges can be applled wrth the cornexs - the 

I a winding stroke. Firmers can alsa be used with a described as wing 

shcmg amon. = The central pan of the edge may him a suakghght 

- - - 
m be I d  up accurately and easily in the wood. 
A skewed edge makes settlng m more difficult. Each ophon grves rlse to different effecrs as rhe tool 

I Again, for all practical puqoses, almost any corner is used: 
can be cleaned wi ly  with a small range of stra~ght 
and shonbent skew chisels. It s nor necessary to NOSED EDGES 
skew a gouge to produce a long corner For this sort A woodcarvmng tool bought 'set but not sharpened' 
06 purpose. (that a, with the bevel ground to a rough shape) 

can 



Fig 9.31 Setting in 
cleanly to the next plane is 
dificult with a nosed edge, 
which tends to leawe cut 
marks 

quite often has a nosed or 'lady's finger' psofile. the 
centre of the edge protrudes beyond the corhers to 
form a rounded point The effect may also be called 
'pointed'. V-tools may somerlmes appear this way, 
with the angte pushed forward, sometimes qurte Ear 
beyond the corners. These shapes are a product of the 
forging, wtth the shape perpetuated in the grinding. 
Beginners often assume, wrongly, that thls must be 
the correct shape fox the tool, whereas the manufac- 
rurers assume that the carver will be alrering it. 

This pointed stare of the cuttlng edge is the least 
useful of all the three options, for several reasons. In 
the first place, setcrng in - the purpose of which 1s to 
relieve one plane of the design from another - looks 
best when the planes purposely and cleanly meet. It IS 

difficult, d not mposs1ble, to get an exactly stratght 
bottom to the cut when a bullnosed gouge enters the 
wood, as the projecting centre will always tend to 
leave a scab mark (Fig 9.31). The round end is the 
wrong shape to set in crisply and cleanly, except for 
vay particular conditions where some feature of a 
carvtng, such as a moulding, calls for it. 

The second reason why a nosed gouge or chisel is 
a poor opcion is that, with thts profile, the useful cor- 
ners are lost This is dealt with in more detail in the 
next section. 

The final, and least important, reason for not 
having a nose on gouges or V,t~ols involves the way 
in which these m01s l~ke  to cut wood IFtg 932) Widx 
rhe centre of the cuttlng edge leadrng and cuttrng the 
wood before the srdes enter, the central part of the 
shavmng advances prematurely up the camel, creating 

Fig 9.32 A bdnosed goug~ tends to tear the wood mwizrdr 
the sides of its cut 

tenson with the sides. Even d the w o d  towards the 
'sides of the cut 1s nor actually tom, there i s  sttll a ten- 
dency to produce a less clean surface. This effect IS 
mcrea5ed m propornon to the extent of nosing, To 
some exrent, a build-up of tensron lrke chis must hap- 
pen wlth a straight-edged gouge also, but temon is 
always quickly and adequately rel~eved as the surface 
is cut before the wood underneath. 

Having said that, nosed gouges do occasionally 
have specific uses. An example m~ght he the common 
gouge-cut ornament shown in Fig 9.33. Here, setting 
in with a nosed gouge gives you a vertical cut which 
neatly matches the sweep of the seeond, horizontal 
cut as tt meets to remove the chrp. 
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. 
933 The wtical a t 6  in these ' h r n h d  mot& ean 

be nuude more d y  vdth a ihb~td gouge dmi n square & 

WINGED ED@ ES 
Gotn~  to the other exkern, a clltting edge with the 
corners advanced gtves rlse to smibr problems of set- 

in as a nosed gauge (Fig 9.14). However, there 1s 
a partrcular iflstmce where rhwshape does score over 
the straight-across edge: running groove wrth the 
deep U-shaped gouges (Fig 935). Because the wood 
at the surface iif the groove is cut before tke wood in 
the cenae, the shaving will a1urz1.y~ come away cleanll: 
even on a side wbxch is cutting against the g&, as 

' when rounding H curvet The disadvantage is that it is 
I impossible to run the groove& into verriodl walls, ar to 

'Fw 9.34 Settihg in 
alermy to theyre~f plan@ is 
d $ d  wcth u winged mol, 
m the curneqs rend, w cuc 
h e h e r  tArm antended 

n 
Ftg 9.35 A winged V-tool or deep goargc wdt wk good, 
&an m&g cw, &ugh kss me@ in other wntrxts, 

For general w i n g x  I advrse keeping all gauges square 
acms unless there is a compelling readon to do 
orherw1se, square i s  the most w f u l  shape. But if you 
are carving a lot of flutes or p v e s  with deep gouges 
- in the veins of acantkus foliage, or example, or zn 
hair - then consider hawlga selection of deep gouges 
t&d forward at  the comers, and kept expressly for 
thts purpose. 

STRAIGHT EDGES 
Straight edges give the best ofall worlds: clean setting 
in, u~efuI cornea and clean a*ts. Forgeneral purpases, 
sharpen all gouges-, chmels and V-tools, straight or 



- WOODCAWING TOOLS. MATERlALS & EQUIPMENT 

Stra~ght gouge Fishtail Straight chtsel Skew chisel V-tool 

bent, with the cumng edge i w  a straight lme from cvc, 
ner to corner and at 90°" to the lrmgitudiml axii(~;s 
9.36). Thrs makes pwb le  accurate sew inand full 
U6eofrheedge. 

A wavy or nor&& edge is usually so t  acceptable 
- dependingun #he degree of irreguhity and vuhedxer 
it hati any effect on the work, If care is taken, sh&p 
enmng the. edge to such a shape can be avoJded. 

CORNER$ 
The imporrance of maintaining rhe full width and Fig 9.37 Th rst be cons~dered an extremely 
shape of a woodcarving tool, nght into the comers, mqmmnt part c$ tAe cmting edge 
needs sawing (Fig@ 937 and 9.38)., B~ginmfs m 
particular do not apgreuate, 0s make full use of, rhe and ~ccuratel~; setting m; cl&g into angles and 
corners ofguu~es or chisels. It is dl tm easy to aye% comes; and so on. Comm are often wed more i~ &e 
sharpen the comers and reduce a tool's w e a e s s .  fashan of knives. A tool such as the skew chtsel is 

Caners aresingled our for use cmthu~udy  in the really dnly a glorified corner; and a skew with its loT 
routme of awtng: for loming surfaces or planes neatly pointed comer misstry? i s  effedvdy crrppld Fishtail 

Fishtall Skew ch~sel Stra~ght gouge 

Fig 938 Comers we i n @ m t  mv!&gparts afmtdngrocrle ahd s W  be kept 
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tools also have emphasized comers for getting into With an even wall, and a flat bevel shaped evenly 

awkward recesses. Paying attention to the comers of from side to side, the heel will lie parallel to the cut- 

all carving tools is an important aspect of sharpening. ting edge (Fig 9.40). 

EVEN THICKNESS 

The steel of which a carving blade consists ought to 
be of even thickness across its width, and thls unifor- 
mity should be maintained along its length, even 
though the blade may thicken towards the shoulder. 
An uneven thickness can mean some parts are weaker 

than others. 
Uneven wall thickness can become a real problem 

in the V-tool. If the two sides are not of equal shape 
and thickness, with the cannel lined up truly down 
the centre, the tool can be impossible to sharpen chr- 
rectly (Fig 9.39). The condition needs to be assessed 

first, and corrected where possible, before time is 
wasted on sharpening. 

Fig 9.39 
later cause 

11 thickness i n  a V-tool may sooner or 

sharpen~ng 

?ig 9.40 Edges 
houid be parallel 
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THE HEEL 

The heel is the angle formed as the bevel meets the 

blade proper- one can imagine the cutting edge to be 
the 'toe'. The importance of the heel in the carving 
stroke has already been mentioned, but a couple of 
further points need to be added. 

Firstly, a flat bevel will make the angle of the heel 
quite sharp and well defined. When the bevel and 

Fig 9.41 Slightly softening the heel smwths ~u passage over 
the waod 

- - r; - 

I 

I 
Do not run the facet as far as 

the cutting edge 

I 

heel follow after the cutting edge, they rub the surface 
of the wood and burnish it, which adds tremendously 
to the appearance of the work. However, if the heel k 
too keen a ridge, it will roughen or score the surface 

of the cut as it passes, rather than smooth it. To avoid 
t h ~ s  effect, the heel needs to be slightly rounded over. 
smoothed and polished; but only the heel - keep the 
rest of the bevel flat (Fig 9.41). 

The best way of smoothing the heel is on a fine 
benchstone, not on the grinding wheel. Leave it until 
the blade, with its flat bevel, is completely sharp, and 
then soften the definition of the heel as a final act. 

This softening also applies to the heels of the 
V - t o o l  the two proper heels, as well as the point at 
the base of the keel where it meets the main body of 
metal. Slightly rounding the keel itself prevents a 

sharp angle scoring the bottom of the groove. I t  also 
helps the tool slide round and navigate comers more 
easily. The keel itself should be kept flat and straight. 

One further refinement involves removing facets 
towards the sides of the heel; thinning the metal here 
allows the comers to get into tighter recesses (Fig 
9.42). The facets can be produced on the fine grinding 
wheel, after the tool has been sharpened; take care 
not to remove metal from the comers of the cutting 
edge. Although this feature can be useful on any 
carving tool (see Fig 2.19, it can weaken the edge. 
Do it to a particular tool when circumstances require. 

rrg 3.42 Facets m the s~de o j  me oeuet uiww the comers to get 'rrru rrgrrr ~ r ~ r u r ,  more easily 
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IN BRIEF 

Sharpening a carving tool for the first trme IS a matter 
of aimrng to do the best you can, but it must be 
attempted In the r~ght  way. There is no point in 
spendrng an equal amount of time sharpenmg the 
tool wrongly 

All the polnts so far discussed - the bevel wmth its 
appropriate angle and shape; the curting edge and its 
profile; the heel and so on - may seem a l~trle much 
for a beginner to take in all at once. Some tools are 
not so easy to sharpen, and it may be that you con- 
cede a little on the shape. But do the best you can. 
Then each time the edge needs touchmg up, imp~vve 
r t  a httle further untrl the tool anives at as perfert a 

shape and sharpness as you can grve it (Fig 9.43). 
I have trred to make the informat~on m e  logically 

out of how carving tools work for the carver, and 
what can be expected from them. The followrng sum- 
mary gathers these pomnts together for reference and 
~ v e s  an overvrew of what you are looking for. 

Keep the bevel flat fmom rdge to heel, w ~ t h  an 
even thrckness from s~de to s~de and no 
secondary bevel. 

The angle (length) of bevel needs to be adlusted 
according to the hardness of the material to be 
carved Overall angles vary from 1 5 O  to 30°, with 
20-25" being suitable for most purposes. 

There are many advantages to working an inside 
bevel on straight gouges and throwrng the 
cuttmg edge towards the centre, especially m 
those tools that will be used in the reversed or 
upside-down posmtron. 

The cutting edge, wrth the exception of skew 
chisels, should be square-on to the long~tudinal 
axis of the tool. 

Keep the comers. 

Make the cutting edge stramght from comer to 
comer and parallel to the heel. 

Slightly round over and pollsl~ LIIC heel after 
sharpenmng. 

THE SECRET OF SUCCESS 

There is a particularly straighdonvard approach to 
sharpenrng carving tools which, if followed rigorously, 
rs more or less guaranteed to lead to the cuttlng pro- 
file and edge that is wanted. 

Look at the end of any unsharpened gouge, which 
has only been set by a manufacturer. The very blunt 
edge can easmly be seen reflecting lrghr, and appears as 
a thick, shiny lmne (Frg 9.44). a s  1s called the white 
line or line of light. These terms will be used synony- 
mously to refer to the vmsrble edge. 

Fig 9.43 A tool w ~ t h  a strarght edge, comers present, and 
f i t ,  polcshed bevels mnstde and out 

Fig 9.44 T h e  white 
line or line of light - 
the visible edge - is 
seen by orientating the 
edge to a light source. 

/ I /  A linle practice will 
soon make this a n  
easy procedure 
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This line of light is your primary guide to the state of 
the cutting edge. By constantly checking the thickness 
and distribution of this visible line while sharpening, 
the quality of the potential cutting edge is monitored 
(Fig 9.45). The thicker the line of light, the thicker 
the edge of steel, and vice versa. As the tool is sharp- 
ened, the line gets thinner and thinner. When 
the edge reaches 'sharp', the line of light will have 
disappeared. The crystalline structure of the edge has 
been made so thin as to be no longer visible to the 
naked eye. 

To reflect the light, the edge of the carving tool 
must be orientated to the light source in a way that 
displays the white line. You may think the white line 
1s gone, only to have it reappear when the blade is 
tumed around a little 

When the edge m approachmng sharpness, the line 
of llghr attenuates and can be a l~tt le d~fficult to see. 
Somettmes a magnifying glass is useful for havlng a 

I 
' -  

Even white line of light 

Thicker 

A I 

Thicker 

1 4 / 

Absence of light 

Spot of light 
i ,  

Nicks will leave 
scratch marks as 

the edge curs 

Fig 9.45 T h e  width of the white line reveals the thickness 
of metal along the cutting edge 

really close look at the line, help~ng to decide what 
state the edge 1s in. Pushing the edge Into a piece of 
medium-hard waste wood will also toughen and 
emphasize the edge to reveal any remaining white 
line or speck (Fig 9.46). 

A n  uneven line of light indicates that some parts 
of the edge are thicker than others. Continuing to 
sharpen in the same way will produce an uneven, 
wavy cutting edge, perhaps with missing comers. 
Small spots or areas of light along the edge will be 
echoed in scratches to the surface of the wood as it 
is cut. 

This line of light is the first indicator of the state 
of sharpness of the cutting edge. Returning to the 
unsharpened carving tool, look at the bevel, where 
scratch marks - probably quite coarse - will be seen 
(Fig 9.47). These marks result from the grinding- 
wheel abrasives which were used to set the bevel. The 
scratches will change in appearance as the bevel 1s 

sharpened on progress~vely finer grades of stone (Fig 
9.48). From these marks, mnformatlon about the state 
of the bevel can be gamed: ~ f f i  flamess, evenness, how 
~t is being applied to the stone, and so on (Fig 9.49). 

So there are two mdicators we can use to assess 
how the sharpening IS coming along: 

the white line of light 

the condition of the bevel surface 

Both the line of lmght and the bevel scratches show 
where metal u to be removed and - equally Important 
- where metal is not to be removed. 

Fig 9.46 T h e  white line of light is getting thinner and more 
u n i f o m ,  but is still clearly visible all alonE the edge 
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7 Coarse scratches on a bevel which has 1 
1ur1u uut not honed; you will need to orientate the to 

I Fig 9.48 D~iferent pattern ofscratch w k i  on the Leuel 

I result from the action of specific abrasiwe stones 

Fig 9.49 The scra.~..~, :awards the heel, as well as the 
polished metal towards the edge, would suggest that the bevel 
is rounded and not f i t  

The key word in using these two indicators is evenness. 
Sharpening involves a balance between removing 

inetal from the bevel and leaving it on; and you need 
to ~roceed in an even, regular way (Fig 9.50). The 

secret of successful sharpening. is co.~sta&y tp allow 



- 
WOODCARVING TOOLS. MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT 

the line of light and the surface of the bevel to guide 
the next step, maintaining an even appearance from 
start to finish. 

Where part of the white line is thicker than 
another part along the edge, this part must be worked 
on specifically - whatever stage in sharpening you are 
at - to bring the line back to a uniform thickness. It 
is important to put this same point the other way 
round: where the line is found to be thinner, this part 
of the edge needs to be left alone and consciously 
avoided until the rest of the metal has been brought 
to the same state of thinness. 

As the abrasives used to sharpen the blade get 
finer and finer, so do the scratch marks in the metal 
of the bevel. The scratches of finer abrasives overlay 
and hide those of the previous ones until 'a final 
polished surface is achieved. These marks can be 
observed on the bevel at any  stage in the sharpen- 
ing process, and the position at which the blade is 
offered to the sharpening stones should be adjusted 
accordingly (Fig 9.51). 

For example, say a h e r  chisel is put from the 
grinding wheel to a flat benchstone. If the handle is 
inadvertently raised, the part .of the bevel towards the 
cutting edge will be worked on more than the rest. 
The line of light will show the edge t h i n n i n g  it may 
even disappear, and the tool w11l be thought sharp. 
Indeed, thms is often an expedient wlth begmnners, 
who try to move the sharpen~ng process on more 

Fig 9.51 Finer and 
coarser marks on the bevel 
may indicate that the 
handle has been raised 
during honing, which 
makes the line of light 
disappear sooner, and 
creates a rounded bevel 

quickly by raising the handle and working more or, 
the edge. But the result will be a rounded or second- 
ary bevel. 

What has happened will immediately be obvious if 
the scratch marks are looked at occasionally - the' 
will not be evenly distributed across the face of the 
bevel. By checking the bevel in this way, the handle 
can be lowered appropriately and the flatness of the 
bevel re-established. 

Starting wtth the gpndtng, through to the 
final sharpening, retain an even wh~te llne of 
light, right up to its final disappearance. 
Continually check thls and the bevel surface, 
maintaming a uniform appearance to both 
The main points, therefore, are: 

the llne of light 

the smface of the bevel 

evenness from start to finish. 

If t h ~ s  advice is followed, there 1s no reason 
not to aclxeve straight, acutely sharp cutting 
edges, with intact comers and flat bevels. 

Lifting the handle on Previous work on 
the finer stone a coarser stone 



CHAPTER TEN 

IPME NT: C 

To glve a brief overview of the sharpening process 
and the equipment required 

To conslder in detad the equipment needed for the 
grlnding stage of the process 

OVERVIEW by the gr~ndmg wheel - for removing metal qu~ckly. 
At the other end are finelv dressed stro~s. the cut of 
wh~ch  polishes the metal, Between these two 

The equipment needed to sharpen woodcarving tools exaemes 11es a spectrum of artific~al and natural 
IS relatively stralghtfonvard. It conslsts entirely of an stones with graded abrasive quallt~es (Fig 10.1). 
assortment of abrasives which remove unwanred A blade moves along this scale from coarse to ever 
metal from the blade. There is no trickery in it. These finer abras~ves m the sequence of shaping and sharp- 
abras~ves can be thought of as a scale, or range At enmg its cuttlng edge Not all the elements ~n the 
one end there are very coarse abrasives - represented scale are necessary or appropriate on any part~cular 

n g  10.1 Sharpening is a pracess which starts with initially shaping the cutting part of  the oiaae and setting the cutting 
angle (commonly adding an inner bevel), and moves through a spectrum of abrarives to the j h l ,  sha* cutting edge. 
On later resharpening only the later stages may be required, depending upon what the edge needs to return it to a cowect 

. . 
rre oj sharpness 
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occasion. With practice, the carver can skip stages 
and feel free to move around the scale, up or down, 
accord~ng to what is needed at that moment. 

A few terms need clarmfjrmg. Technically, the terms 
grinding wheel or grindstone refer to the abraslve 
wheel itself and not the machmne. In practice, 
the wheel 1s inseparable from the mach~ne, which is 

I 
termed either a grinder or a bench grinder. 

Too all intents and purposes, benchstone, whet- 
stone and honing stone all mean the same thmg. 
Oilstones are st111 the commonest sharpening stones 
used by carvers, though nowadays there are a number 
of alternatives (see Chapter 13). The word hone comes 

I 
from an Old English word for a stone, so 'honmng' 
means 'stoning'. And whet derives from th: Old 
English hwzt,  meaning 'quick' or 'active'; so a whet- 
scone was a sharp, active stone, to be differentiated 
from ordinary ones. Whetting, honing, and stoning 
synonymously descrmbe the act of sharpen~n~ a tool 
on a benchstone All these words are In common 
usage and have become a little confused. 

A point that was made about woodcarvmng tools 
themselves also needs to be made about the equip- 
ment needed to sharpen them it is false economy to 
buy an infermor quallty of emther. As with carvmng 
tools, the expense 1s really an investment in personal 
satmsfact~on as.well as tune and money Good-quality 
sharpening stones will last at  least the lifetime of the 
carving tools themselves. As long as they are looked 
after properly, they only need to be bought once. You 
could say that buying a better stone is tantamount to 
upgrading your whole tool collection m one go. 

The sequence of sharpening a carving tool 
involves w o r h g  along the range of abrasives UI the 
following order: 

the grinding wheel 

* coarse benchstones (and slipstones) 

fine benchstones (and slmpstones) 

strops 

In the following chapters we will first look at the 
equipment in a little detail, then consider ingeneral 
terms how to use and care for it (Chapters 10 and 11). 
Next, points related to working the individual shape 
of tools will be dealt with (Chapter 12). The empha- 
sis in these chapters will be on the traditional method 
of sharpening with oilstones and strops. Finally we 
shall consider some more recent innovations which 
some carvers may like to try. other types of sharpenmn? 
stone (Chapter 13), and electrical sharpening system 
(Chapter 14). 

BENCH GRINDERS 

Whether a bench grinder 1s really needed or nor 
depends largely on the sues and numbers of carvin: 
tools to be managed. A carver with only a fen. 
small tools may find that a coarse benchstone will 
adequately do the job of a gnnder. A sculptor, on the 
other hand, with only a few but nevertheless large 
gouges would find it laborious to use only bench- 
stones; a bench grinder would save a lot of tlme, 
especially as some sculptors tend to use thelr carvmnz 
tools ruthlessly. A grinding wheel at the coarsest end 
sf the abrasive spectrum removes the most metal. 
most qumckly. 

If you are new to carving and do nor knoa 
whether you are going to be hooked on the craft or 
not, you should probably leave the gnnder to start 
w~th. Worklng with flat bevels as recommended in 
the last chapter, tools only need regnnding when 
they become damaged. I t  may be sufficient to have 
access to a grmder, rather than actually owning one. 
But a gnnder, while not essential to begln with, can 
save a lot of time, especmally where there is serions 
blunting or breaking to the edge of a tool. Most 
carvers end up with one. 

The bench ginder sets the bevel and squares the edge; Modem grlnders are electrically dnven. There must 
then the benchstones and slips refine and sharpen be some treadle- or hand-operated wheels out there - 
thrs shape, and the strops polish it to produce the final not without the11 advantages - but they are vec- 
worklng edge. unusual today. Some parts of the followrng discuss~on 
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are applicable to them, but note that working 
arrangements that allow both hands to be kept free 
for controlling the tool on the wheel are the best. 
Although hand grinders are slower and more 'friendly' 
than electric machines, less control over the tool is 

possible because one hand is always occupied turning 
the wheel. 

Electrically driven grinding wheels can be dry 
(fast-running) or wet (slow-running). O n  some 
dry grinders an  abrasive belt may replace one of 
the wheels. 

Whichewer type of machine is chosen, proper eye pro- 
tection must always be worn. 

DRY BENCH GRINDERS 
Dry bench grinders with two abrasive wheels are the 
cheapest option (Fig 10.2). An abrasive belt, as an  
alternative to one wheel, is worth having: you can get 
a flat finish on the bevel quite easily and the blade 
tends to keep cooler. Machines fitted with belts are 
more expensive. 

The wheels are mounted directly on either end of 
the motor shaft, and so turn at the same speed as the 
motor - somewhere around 2,900rpm. There are pro- 
tective guards around the wheel, as well as in front, 
since high-speed cutting throws off particles and 
sparks quite violently. However, properly used, a 
good-quality machine is quite safe, and, being about 
the simplest machine in the workshop, it will last a 
long time. 

The motor size of dry bench grinders varies 
between % and %p, the smaller size being quite 

adequate for the needs of the carver. There are many 
excellent and rel~able makes on the market, as well 
as cheap imports. The wheels and bearings of the 
latter tend to  be inferior and wear quickly. The two 
wheels will be of different grits but the same size, and 
positioned at either end of the motor shaft. Diameters 
vary between about 5 and 8in (125 and ZOOmm); 
for our purposes a wheel of at least 6in (150mm) 
diameter is reauired. 

The wheels themselves are made of artificial stone, 
usually based on vitrified aluminium oxide or silicon 
carbide. 'White' wheels designed for use on high- 
speed steel (as used for woodturning tools) can also be 
used on carbon steel, though a fine grit is not usually 
available. Because there are two wheels to choose 
from, the machine is normally supplied with both a 
coarse and a fine grit of stone. It is useful if these grits 
correspond to those of your (artificial) benchstones. 

Replacement wheels in a variety of grits can be 
easily obtained from engineering suppliers. The size of 
wheel should remain the same on either end of the 
motor spindle, to  keep the machine balanced and pre- 
vent undue strain on the bearings. Always follow the 
manufacturer's instructions when changing wheels. 

When one or both wheels are replaced or removed 
from the grinder, for whatever reason, they will need 
balancing on the machine - rather like motor-car tyres 
need balancing. There is often some spot on the wheel 
denser than another and, revolving at high speed, the 
centrifugal force of this imbalance can create 
unpleasant vibration as well as stressing the bearings. 

To balance the wheels of a high-speed dry grinder, 
follow these steps: 

@ Unplug the machine and remove the wheel 
guards from both sides. 

@ Remove one wheel completely. Note that the 
two wheels have opposite-handed threads to 
prevent them unscrewing m use. 

€3 Spin the remaining wheel freely, and when it 
comes to rest, mark the lowest point on the rim 
of the wheel with a pencil. Repeat this a couple 
of times and you should be able to locate any 
'heavy' spots, as gravity will pull these 
consistently to the low point of the free- 
swinging wheel. 
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Q Remove thls wheel and fit the other one to the 
opposite side. 

@ Mark the second wheel sim~larly to the first. 

Q Now replace both wheels, l ln~ng up the penc~l 
marks to opposrte s~des, so that the heaviest 
pomt of each wheel counterbalances the other 
when the machzne runs. 

0 Tighten the wheels according to the 
manufacturer's mstructlons and replace the 
guards 

WET BENCH GRINDERS 
The motor of a wet grlnder usually has the same stan- 
dard ratlng as a dry gnnder, but the speed of the wheel 
Itself is decreased by some k ~ n d  of reducing 'dr~ve. 
T h ~ s  makes them a llttle more complicated and larger, 
although both wet and dry machlnes need space to 
work around. The wheel speed w ~ l l  be around 
50-lOOrpm, wh~ch  1s slow enough not to fl~ng water 
out of the trough in wh~ch  it revolves. The water con- 
stantly flushes over the wheel, washlng away partrcles 
and coolmg the blade, but obscur~ng what 1s going on. 

There 1s usually only one, larger-sued gr~ndlng 
wheel on a wet gmdlng machine; the wheel ir 
approxtmately 8-10111 diameter by 1X-21n thlck 
(20C250 x 40-50mm). A separate buffing wheel may 
also be included In the arrangement (Fig 10.3). These 
wet grlnders can be slgnlficantl~ more expenslve than 

Fig 10.3 A wet pnder, showing the large, slow wheel m 

rts trough on the right and a b u f i g  wheel on the &t 

Fig 10.4 Tlus sort of rnexpensive unit u now widely 
a~,ailabk Bendes small abrasive wheels, r t  can be fitted wtth 

burrs and cutters for working directly on wood 

the commoner dry-runnmng bench grinders. T h e ~ r  
advantages are that they el~mrnate the danger of tool bevel on a large gouge, wh~le the blade 1s gripped m a 
overheatmg; they do not fllng out sparks; and they vice. However, they do not have the same safeq- 
generally operate m a gentler way. The Swed~sh arrangements as bench-mounted grinders and extra 
Tormek range are regarded as good-quality and reh- care needs to be taken In then use - choose the slow- 
able machines. est drtll speed and wear proper eye protection 

ALTERNATIVES 
Cheaper optlons for gnnd~ng Include uslng an elec- 
tric dr~l l  attachment or a small high-speed motor unlt 
(Fig 10.4). These are Inexpenswe altemarlves, but 
suitable when only a small amount of light grmding is 
wanted, or as a temporary expedient. A bench grlnder 
1s a better altematlve for the busy carver. 

Quite small grinding wheels are available for dr~lls 
and tlex~ble shafts. These can be useful for some pre- 
l~mmary shap~ng - for example, puttlng an inner 

SPEED AND FRICTION 

Dry gnnders are des~gned to remove metal qu~ckly: 
the wheels are coarse and the speed is h~gh ,  and 
sparks of wh~te-hot metal shoot off dramat~cally 
into the air. Whlle this may seem fun, it can create 
two problems. 

First, it IS very easy to over-grind - to grmd off 
more metal than you mtended. Somet~mes it is better 
to use a coarse benchstone and take a l~tt le longer to 
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set the shape precisely, rather than risk over-grinding 

and destroying the shape. 
The second problem lies in the heat generated by 

friction between the fast-moving surface of the wheel 
and the tool. Overheating and 'blueing' the cutting 
edge - turning the surface blue - seriously damages 
the steel. A short foray into the world of physics is 
relevant here: by understanding how the heat is actu- 
ally generated, steps can be taken to minimize it. 

The difference between heat and temperature, 
while not often appreciated, is of real, practical 
importance to the carver. Simply put, temperature 
is what is measured by thermometers, whereas heat is 
the combination of this temperature with the mass of 
an object. To take a common example: a dinner plate 
may have a lower temperature, but more heat, t h d  a 
spark. So a spark landing on the skin may hardly be 

felt - its mass is very small and the heat disperses 
rapidly into the skin. But a dinner plate at a lower 
temperature has a much greater reservoir of heat 
available to raise the temperature of the skin. 

Referring back to carving tools, two principles arise: 

The larger a chlsel or gouge, the slower its 

mcrease In temperature on a g r~nd~ng wheel 

The thinnest parts of the blade - the parts with 

the least mass; will increase in temperature 
faster than the thicker parts. 

In other words, the tools which are most susceptible 
to overheating are the smaller ones, and the most 
vulnerable parts of any tool are the corners and edges 
- for example, the point of a skew chisel and the 
comers of fishtail gouges. 

The hardness and toughness of carving-tool steel 
is brought about by specific heat treatment, a process 
which can be undone by reheating the blade. Above 
a certain temperature - around 2 3 5 T  (455°F) - the 
metal starts to anneal, softening towards its original 
unhardened state. When a blade turns blue on a 
grinding wheel, the temperature will have reached 

somewhere around 300°C (572°F). It now loses its 
ability to hold a cutting edge, and dulls rapidly. 
Blueing usually starts in one spot on the edge, or at 
a comer. It is all too easily done, and it happens 
very quickly. 

Unfortunately the loss of hardness in the blued cutting 
edge cannot be rescinded, and further heat treatment 
is needed to restore the temper. This is dealt with in 
Volume 2, Chapter 3, but normally it is simpler to 

regrind the blade back to an unaffected part without 
further blueing. This is obviously a great waste of time 
and steel; it needs to be avoided from the start by 
understanding the causes of excess heat production. 

The amount of heat is related to the amount of 
friction, which is a product of two things: 

the speed of the wheel surface 

the pressure wlth which the tool 1s apphed. 

So the followmg three th~ngs should be borne m 
m ~ n d  whlle g r~nd~ng a carvlng tool: 

THE MASS OF METAL 

The effect of the amount of metal being offered to the 
wheel on how quickly the temperature rises has 
already been mentioned, Grinding with a fast, dry 
grinder should not be taken beyond a certain thinness 
of metal - not only because of possible overheating, 
but also because metal needs to be left for the finer 
abrasives to work on. 

PRESSURE 
A light pressure, enough to steady and direct the tool, 
is all that should be applied, allowing the wheel to do 
the work. The faster the wheel, the lighter the pres- 
sure. Even though these dry grinders work quickly, 
many users still get impatient and apply the bevel too 
arduously and for too long. At  fast speeds, events 
happen quickly. 

A small point is that the coarse wheels, with a 
more open grain structure, cut away more material 
but actually create less friction than the finer stones. 
Blueing therefore tends to happen more often on the 
finer stone - also, in part, because the metal is rhinner 
at this stage. 

SURFACE SPEED OF THE WHEEL 
The speed of the motor on a commerc~al gr~nder 1s 

fixed, but what actually matters 1s the surface speed 
of the rotatlng wheel itself. The surface speed of 
larger wheels 1s proport~onately faster than smaller 
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ones - motor speeds between grinders being similar. surface, so producing a flat bevel morerasily. They are 
An Sin (200mm) wheel generates a quarter more less common than double-ended wheel grinders, but 
heat than a 6in (150mm) one at the same rpm, other are worth considering. Remember to check that the 
things being equal. toolrests are adequate. 

A serviceable low-speed bench grinder is not hard 
to make. Slow surface speeds enormously reduce the  KING A LOW-SPEED 
heat generated by friction. Some notes and guidance GRINDER 
for making a low-speed grinder follow. 

For many years I used a low-speed dly grinder which 

BELT GRINDERS I made myself (Fig 10.5). A machine of this type has 
several advantages: 

The abrasive surface of a belt grinder moves at a It provides tower speeds that are othmise 
much greater speed thawthat of a wheel. Although a unavailable. 
thin belt dissipates heat faster than a solid wheel, the 
effect is offset by the speed. One advantage of these The size and grit of the wheels are of my own 

choosing. machines is that the ginding takes place on 2 flat 

~. ,,~; :>!: ;??; ,3;';3;; , j ; : $ ! ~ :  <,:."'..". >..i. 2. $;j:,':+">3:%..&2 ; ';.$,+<.3 
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Overheatirg a canring tool on a dry grinder - If these p o w  are remembered and the advice is 
blueing rhe steel - is more likely with: always followed, using a drygrinder need never 

be a-problem 
faster motn speeds Wet grinders elikinate the problem of heat 
larger-diameter wheels generarion byevolving at a slow speed and 

constantly flushing the blade with water. Even 
her-grit ,wheels with a lot of pressure you could never blue the 
t h i i e r  metal edge and, in this respect, they are excellent and 

safe machines- * smaller tools Dpdvanrages of wet grinders include the 
increased pressure following 

longer periads of contact. Water washing over the edge of the. tool 
bakes the edge less easy to scrutiniee, so more 

So, ro prevent overheating the metal: of a sense of 'feel' 3. needed. 
Bear the above principles and points in mind The wheels tend to be softer and wear more 
while working with the grinder. quickly thati their dry counterparts. 
Constantly monimz the temperature of the The wheel should not be left standing unused 
blade with your fingers on its back; never let 

in the water trough for a long time, as asater 
the metal get warmer than can be comfortably soaks intcx the wheel and unbalances it. 
handled. 

Wet grinders are usualky.larger machines than 
Always.keep a container with cold watex next 

d ~ y  ones, and the cost must certainly be a 
to the. grinder; dip the blades i n  as often as 

consideration. 
necessary to .keep them cool. 
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The cost proved to be much less than that of The bear~ngs, spmndles and matching gnndmng wheels 
buylng a new hgh-speed machme. can be bought new. It IS also possible to fit a useful 

chuck at one end of the spmndIe. Always get the 
About 400rpm produces a surface speed on a 6m best-quahty stone, at least l m  (25mm) wde. A car 
(150mm) wheel of about 3ft (lm) per second. fan belt (not your om!) lmnks the pulleys and is ten- 
This speed, about one-seventh that of a smm~lar-xized s~oned by the weight of the motor, hlnged beneath 
commercial grinder, reduces the generavon of heat the table on which the wheel assembly is mounted. It 
drast~call~ - in fact, by the same ratlo. The poss~hillty IS then a matter of fashron~ng and assemblrng the 
of over-shapmng and overheating becomes much less, toolrests, belt guard, etc. to suit. The grmndlng wheels 
although the wheel st111 revolves at an efficiently use- should rotate towa~ds the user. 

The speed of the motor, which is specified on the 
Maklng a low-speed grinder is a stra~ghtforward information plate, is reduced by the pulleys so that 

project for anyone who has the pract~cal sk~lls to be the wheel rotates at a slow surface speed. The basic 
woodcarving already It mostly lnvolves the assembly formuIa for relatmng the speeds and the puIley dia- 
of parts - with a little improv~sation - rather $an meters is: 
clever metalwork. G x S = M X D where 

The motor from a washmng machine, pump, etc. 
can be picked up cheaply from a second-hand G = the speed of the grinding wheel (rpm) 
tool shop or a scrap yard. Look for the lnfonnation 
plate givlng the power ratlng and speed: you need S = the d~ameter of the spindle pulley 

a motor of %-H hp (185-370W), single-phase and 
= the speed of the motor (rpm) 

in good condition, w ~ t h  mounhng lugs. Make sure 
all the electrics are safe and appropriately earthed. D = the diameter of the drive pulley (on the motor). 

Fig 10.5 The pam of a 
s~mple home-mode low- 

- - - - - - - -  
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The slow speed of a home-made wheel makes it 
much safer than a high-speed machine, but neverthe- 
less it is still fast enough for accidents to happen. 
When improvising, the onus of responsibility for 
safety rests on the improviser and an attitude of 
thoughtful caution is needed. All moving parts which 
do not need to be exposed - the fan belt and pulleys 
especially - should be enclosed. The fastenings, 
such as bolts, and the motor, spindle and grinding 
wheels should be secure, and inspected at intervals. 
With these precautions, and observing the normal 
safety rules described in the next section, there is 
no reason why such a low-speed grinder should not 
prove to be a great asset in shaping and sharpening 
woodcarving tools. 

SAFETY AND CARE OF 
GRINDERS 

When you buy a grinder, whether wet or dry, read and 
observe the manufacturer's advice. This is usually well 
thought-out, and is as much for the user's benefit as 
the manufacturer's own protection. 

Manufacturers often advise the 'running in' of new 
stones. This means running them on the machine for 
several minutes before applying a tool; the idea is that 
any flaw or crack in the stone - enough to cause it to 
fly apart - is given a chance to reveal itself. Always 
tap a wheel before mounting it: a dull sound may 
indicate a hairline crack; although well tested in the 
factory, these stones are brittle and may get knocked 
in transit. Keep the wheel running true and use all 
the surface uniformly. 

The following points need to be emphasized: 

Keep wrring &om any machine aeatly out of the 
way, not trailing over the floor ar wmk surfaces. 
Do m t  allow warer from the cooling jar to drip 
aver the motor, elecmcal connections or plug. 

G u d ,  rests, erc  should be propetIy adjusted 

and used. Face w eye protenion rs n&(rersary, as giit 
and sparks are @te capahk ofpen@rutiq the 
eyebaa. Face masks are! alsa advisable, aas the dust 
pcoduced by stlicon-cmhide m alummm-ox~de 
wheels or by gmund meral cannot be 'user- 
fnlendly'. 

Tie hack long hair and do not we;u loose 

clorhrag such as cufk and ties; serious tn~ury can 
be caused if these are caught in a w h d ,  

* Never smb at rhe wheel, wh~ch cam lead to 
'diiging in'. Approach the surface posirively but 
~ m t l ~ ,  working as much as posshle from the 
fixed toolrests. The side of the wheel can be used, 
but ueuery lighhtly; they should never be worn away. 

The surface of the wha1 wtlI n e d  dressing 
oecastonally to keep ft flat and true. A dressing 
srane (sometimes called a devil stone) ot  
dressing wheel, is drawn carefully across the 
spinning m e  ro level it (Fis 10.6 and 10.7). 
This ts a airnpl~ but partrcularly dusty opwattan, 
jbr which& wst. of a+ mask and Eye pprotecdon is 
h p w ~ w .  A strategically placed vacuum nozzle 
should also be considered. 

h g  l U . 6  uressrng stone ( q t )  and dressing wneel 

Fig 10.7 The wheel har hammer-11ke prolections that . 
I on the surface of the gnndrn, wheel and break it down, 

producrng a fine, kpiel surface 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

EQUIPMENT: OILSTONES 
AND STROPS 

When I began woodcarving in the mid-1970s 
there were only two sorts of sharpening stone avad- 
able: artificial Carborundum and natural Arkansas. 
Both are oilstones - they must be used with light 

' OLI. When rh_ls book was first published, there was 
still 11mle else to he had m the UK, or elsewhere. 

I 
However, smce then there have been many changes, 
with water, diamond and ceramic scones now 
appearing strongly in the market - atones wh~ch 
ate used with water rather than oil, or even with 
nothing at all. 

In this book I use my Carborundum and Arkansas 
oilstones as the parad~gm for descr~blng the sharpening 
process, and as a standard of comparison for the other 
types of stone. The methods and approaches have not 
changed, even if the type of stone has, and the com- 
bination of Carborundum and Arkansas is one that 
remains comma with many woodcarvers and other 
woodworkers; ~t 1s st111 my favounte. Alternave 
stones are considered separately in Chapter 13, where 
they are compared and contrasted with what I am 
presenting here. 

I strongly advise that you work through the insmtc- 
t~ons m t h ~ s  chapter, even tf you mtend sharpening 
w~th  a different sort of stone - just pretend you have 
mrne for the moment. Then turn to Chapter 13 to see 
what varmtlons or addrtionat considerations there 
may be when other stones are used. 

BENCHSTONES 

There are two sources of benchscone: artificial and 
natural. For the traditional method of sharpening you 
will need both. 

Generally the artificial stones are coarser than 
the natural ones, and follow the grinding wheel m the 
sharpening process, refining the shape and stactmg 
the shaspenlng proper. The natural stones can cut 
extremely finely, removing hardly any metal ar all, 
and ir is these which put the keen cutnng edge to 
carvlng tools, after which the leather srrop Imparts 
the last degree of sharpness. 



W O O D C A R V I N G  T O O L S .  MATERIALS & E Q U I P M E N T  - 

ARTIFICIAL STONES 

T W E S  
Aaificlal stones are commonly referred to as 
Carborundum stones. T h ~ s  is actually a trade name 
for vitrified silicon carbide that has entered general 
circulation. There are three grades available - coarse, 
medium and fme - having different sues of cuttmg 
crystals or grit. The speed at whlch they remove 
metal irom the blade vanes: the coarser the gnt, the 
greater the quantlty of metal removed and the faster 
the cut. 

It 1s common to leave out the m~ddle grasle, pass- 
ing s~raight from h e  coarse stone to the fine one. 
This 1s reflected in the fact that a combination stone 
1s avallable, w~ th  one mde coarse and rhe other fihe 
(Fig 11.1) Such a combination stone is the most eco- 
nomtc optlon for the carver. Buy the largest surface 
size avallable, 8 x 21n (200 x 50mm), whlch is easy to 
use and can sharpen a wide range of tools. 

OILS 
The Carborundum and Arkansas oilstones must be 
used with oil. The 011 IS not being used as a lubricant; 
its purpose 1s to float away the abraded particles of 
stone grit and metal. So really the ad is a rlmlng 
agent, a wash. Wlthout the wash of 011, the gaps or 
pores between the cutttng crystals fill and the stone 

Fig 11.2 Reflecaons fimn a glazed orkrone (left) mdxcate 
rhat the pores are clogged pulth stone and met$ pareicles 

Fig 11-1 Combtnation stones aye u h ~ n a t e  of coarse and 
fine Ca~borundum gnu 

glazes over (Fig 11.2) so the metal of the blade slides 
without being cut. It follows that it 1s poss~ble to use 
too llttle oil, but not too much. Although experience 
will tell you when a balance has been struck, do not 
be mean with the OIL 

After a whde the all becomes a fine, black pulp. 
Regularly wipe off this sluny of 011, metal and grit 
with a cotton rag, and replace it w ~ t h  fresh OLL 

The best 011 is the readily avaltable, light lubn- 
cating 011 used for bicycles, sewing machmes, etc 
Some oils, such as linseed oil, dry in contact wlth the 
a x  and would rap~dly clog the stone; such oils, and 
thick motor 011 (designed for a d~fferenc purpose), 
should not be used. 

At a pmch, water will do the job of washlng away 
the ground-off grit and steel pulp from the pores of rhe 
stone. I t  WIII soak in more qulckly than 011 and will 
d~sappear more easily; ~t also evaporates. However, it 
is an exped~ent that w~ll do no harm when the can of 
011 suddenly runs out. 

If the 011 is diluted wlth paraffin (kerosene), it pro- 
duces a keener cut on rhe stone - as does rhe water. 
Proprietary honing 0115 are premmm-quality light oils, 
but in practice are of no apparent advantage over the 
commercial light 011 already ment~oned. 

I t  1s easy to get oily iingers from sharpening calvmg 
tools, and equally easy to transfer the 011 to your 
calving (Fig 11 3). Hang a kitchen toll and a cotton 
rag near the benchstones. You may need rn wash your 
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Fig 11.3 0 1 1  staim on a 
bench wp, clean hnbits are 
needed to avotd smns on 

the workplece itself The oil 
on the stone will slowly 
soak through the wooden 
box, which a a point m 
favour of having a separate 
sharpemng area 

hands with soap and warm water, especially if you are 
undertaking finishing cuts. 

.Sharpening stones are brittle and will crack or damage 
easily if you drop them on a hard surface. Keep them 
i n  boxes, bought or made, and cover them up when 
not using them ( ~ i g  11.4). Grit or dirt in the oil, 
which interferes with the way the blade travels on the 
:stone surface, should always be removed. Wipe off the 

black slurry after using the benchstone and never let 
it dry on the surface, as this clogs it. 

Wash the stone periodically in paraffin oil 
(kerosene), petrol or warm, dilute sodium bicarbon- 
ate solution. Scrubbing with these liquids will loosen 
and clean a clogged stone. 

A new stone soaks up oil like a sponge unless it has 
been previously impregnated with oil by the manu- 
facturer. If it has not, you need to 'prime' the stone by 
soaking it in light oil, diluted with a little paraffin, for 

a few hours (or overnight) before use. 



WOODCARVING TOOLS N LATERIALS & EQ&lIPMENT 

Fig 11.5 A useful way of moUnhng a benchstone. The 
n~pped-offpmns are shown overlength m realrty they need 
only protv.de a small amount 

enough to anchor the board or box to the bench. 
however rt is placed. 

DRESSING WORN STONES. 
It is not just metal that is removed durrng honing - 
crystals of stone are abraded as well. After a while the 
stone will no longer be fiat, and a concave shape 
starts to rntetfere wlth sharpenmg. At this polnt the 
surface of the stone needs dressing, or flattening. 
once more. 

You can delay this process by sharpening evenly 
over the whole surface as much as possrble. Even so. 
the stone normally erodes towards the centte, as the 
parts nearer the edges are naturally treared w ~ t h  cau- 
tion (F~gs 11.7 and 11.8). If you are usmg separate 

If a box to fit the benchstone is not available, mount 
the stone between wooden end blocks (Fig 11.5). 
With the endpieces of wood made level with the 
abrasive surface, the possibility of damaging 
the edge of a tool by running it off the stone is elimi- 
nated. Screwed from beneath, the glued-on end 
pieces can be trimmed down as the stone wears and 
gets re-dressed. 

To stop the stone, in its box or mounting board, 
from moving around when sharpening is underway, 
tap panel pins into the corners underneath and nip 
them off short (Fig 11.6). The pin stubs will project 

Fig 11.7 Typically, the end of a stone will 
remain reasonably f7at . . 

Fig 11.6 A close-up of one of the pinched-offpxns that 
$revent rhe box from moving dunng we 

lnd 

Fig 11.8 . . . but the centre WZU wear down. A@ a whk 
rhz5 affem sharpen~ng, and the su&e then needs hellellmg 
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Fig 11.9 An extremely hard cast alloy block meant for dressing stones 

coarse and fine stones rather than a combination 
stone, these can be turned over to work on a second 
flat face before having a 'levelling session' for both 
sides. It is a good idea to dress all sharpening stones at 

Fig 11.10 An old: sab Blade, ~ 6 t h  the bide r - e d  
and the w r h  rendered flat and ~ $ 6 ,  is mowed on d board 
(prgfwohly with a wlpe<clean surfml. This, msther with 
Bght oil imd m &as& grit, 15 a st@k of fitmirig 
a benchstone 

the same time, as the procedure is a bit messy, 
although less time-consuming and more straightfor- 
ward than is generally thought. 

To level a benchstone you need: 

another hard. flat surface, such as thick (date) 
.L 

glass, a stone or slate slab, or a metal sheet, such 
as an old saw blade mounted on a piece of wood 
(Figs 11.9 and 11.10). 

an abrasive to cut back the stone, such as 

Carbomndum grit (say 4OO), valve-grinding paste 
or even fine sharp sand (using a fine grit gives a 
smooth finished surface to the stone) 

an oil (one part) and paraffin (four parts) mix 

which will wash the particles around and 
maintain the cutting action of the abrasive 

a straightedge such as a metal mler 

newspaper and polythene to keep the table or 

bench clean. 
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Keep checklng the surface of the stone wrrh 
your straightedge - eventually no depression 0 Make a slurry of the abrasive and liquid on will appear in the m~ddle, whzch shows the 

whatever flat surface you are using (Fig 11.1 1). 
surface to be truly flat (Fig 11.14). 

Q Set the face of the stone on to it and rub it 8 Rlnse the stone m fresh oil and paraffin, and it 
backwards and forwards and in a circular 

is ready for use again. 
motlon (Fig 11.12). Be methodical, and lean 
your weight on the stone a llttle. 

ALTERNATIVE WAYS OF FLATTENING 
After a while, wipe the stra~htedge across the STONES 
surface, scraping off the sludge. You will see the 

Instead of the saw blade and oil, wet-and-dry 
exrent of the worn depress~on in the stone 

abras~ve paper can be fured to a plate of glass 
clearly (see Fig 11.13). 

with spray-on adhes~ve - or you can use one of 
Q Contlnue rubbing the stone, revereng the gnp 

and, rf necessary, topplng up the abras~ve or oil. 
the verslons of this paper which are adhesive, 
backed already. 

Fig 11.11 MLX some oil and p't  on the f i t  suljace . . . Fig 11.12 . . . rub the stone firmly backwards and 
forwards for a while . . 

.-< ... ..- . 
Fig 11.13 . and wpe wrrh a metal straghedge. The Fig 11.14 It  does not take long before the su$ace of the 
new flat surjace wrll be seen encroaching on the holJ.ow, stone 1s truly flat 
sludge-filkd ceirhp 



Diamond benchstones or lapping plates can be 
used to flatten other sharpening stones, as well as 
for sharpening carving tools themselves. 

The belt grinder is a very quick method, but not 
without its hazards. In particular, a lot of dust 
will be flung into the air; this dust is bound to be 
harmful, as the crystals of stone will be sharp and 
will contain silicon and other toxic chemicals. 
You must do this outside and away from everyone 
else, fully protecting your lungs with an adequate 
dust mask or filter, and your eyes with a face 
shield or goggles. In addition you must take care 
to keep a grip on the stone which, being brittle, 
will break if it strikes the ground. 

T Y P E S  
Before the days of industrially made whetstones, nat- 
ural stones were all that was available. These stones 
have some evocative names: Charnley Forest, 
Shammy, Dalmore and Turkey stone. Originally they 
were quarried from specific rock seams, which perhaps 
no longer exist; today they can sometimes be found in 
second-hand tool shops. The hardness and cutting 
quality vary between different types of stone, and 
even within one type, depending on where in the 
seam of rock it was taken from. 

Two natural stones still readily obtainable are the 
Arkansas and the Washita. They are available as 
benchstones and slipstones (see below), are fairly 
consistent in quality and are much more expensive 
than manufactured stones. However, they are essen- 
tial for honing the keen edges needed by the carver. 

Arkansas and Waskta stones are types of what is 
geologically known as novaculite. Today, most of this 
material is cluarried from limited seams in Arkansas, 
USA by the Smith family business. They have quar- 
ried the stone and prepared it for commercial use 
since 1885 - although before then it was used by the 
native Americans to make spear and arrow heads. 
Novaculite as a name derives from the Latin nouacula, 
'a razor', in recognition of the cutting qualities of 
these fine-grained stones. Novaculite is graded 
accord~ng to its hardness: the softer the stone, the 
coarser its cut. and vice versa. 

ONES AND STKOPS 

Washita is the softest grade, with a cut approximately 
equivalent to that of a fine Carborundum stone. In 
fact, Washita has little advantage over the cheaper 
artificial stone. The Washita is really a medium grade 

of Arkansas, and has a mottled appearance (Fig 
11.15). It makes useful slipstones, but its softness 

makes the stone less capable of holding a thin-edged 
shape or a fine angle. 

The next variety, harder than the Washita, is the 
white Arkansas that sometimes appears translucent, 
especially when wet (Figs 11.16 and 11.17). Three 
grades of the white Arkansas can be distinguished: 
soft white, hard white and translucent. Unequivocally, 
~t is the translucent Arkansas that gives the perfect 

translucent Arkansas 
L LS ~1.15 (LCLL to I I ~ I I L  / Washita, hard whirr rirkansas, 

Fig 11.16 The white Arkansas benchstone appears white 
when new, gornggrey wzth otling The one wlth white 
mottltng on p y  has been newly dressed 
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Fig 11.17 A demonstration of ..,,,:ucency in a f ne g.,  

o f  white Arkansas 

cutting edge to carving tools. It follows on fro& the 
coarse (or tine) Carbomndum in the sharpening 
process, and it is the only one that I recommend 

students to buy. The quality of Arkansas stone has, in 
my opinion, deteriorated over the last few years, 
apparently as the best seams are being quarried out; so 
the cost of the best-quality stones has risen and the 
size (thickness) that you get for your money has 
decreased. Nevertheless, the translucent Arkansas is 
the only one for woodcarvers. 

The hardest grade of novaculite is the black 

polishing the blade, which carvers more usuall!~ 
undertake by stropping. 

So the translucent stone is the most useful to the 
carver. The hard white needs heavy stropping - as do 
the ceramic and diamond stones considered in 
Chapter 13 - to get the required edge; and the black 
is too fine. Buy a translucent stone in the largest 
surface size possible. 

The cost of a natural translucent benchstone may 
seem exorbitant to the newcomer to carving, but 
the expense is relative. A good-quality stone is an 
investment - they will never get cheaper - a pleasure 
to use, and it does its job efficiently and well. Think 
about how many meals or golf balls you could buy 
for the same amount. Perhaps, too, there is also a 
little magic in the knowledge that these stones have 
been wrested directly from the earth, each one unique 
and irreplaceable. 

OILS, CARE AND DRESSING 
The same advice applies to natural stones as to the 
artificial ones: keep them in a box (Fig 11.19) or 
mounted. As they will both clog and break more 
easily, perhaps a little more care is needed. 

Arkansas - always the most expensive stone and, 
luckily, not much use to the average woodcarver (Fig 
11.18). These stones cut so finely that it amounts to 

Fig 11.19 The boxes supphed wlth standard-size stones 
are often s~gnlfcantly bzgger than the stones Some sl~ps of 

Fig 11.18 Thr black Arkansas stone, whzch n ueiery black wood packed around the edge of the stone wzll keep it 

m appearance, zs too hard for general purposes s m t ~ m r y  m the box 
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SLIPSTONES loose from ('let slip'). These stones do not 11e 
passively on the bench but are actively applied by 
the fingers. 

TYPES Slips are available in both artificial and natural 
stone, and in a large number of shapes and sizes 

Slipstones (or slips) are the small, specifically (Fig 11.20). You will need both large and small 
shaped stones that work the insides of gouges and Carborundum stones for heavy sharpening or reshap- 
V-tools. The word slip describes these stones well. ing (Figs 11.21 and 11.22), and the finer natural 
Coming from Middle Low German, it retains the stones for the final honing (Fig 11.23). The small 
original connotations of being small and strip-like cylindrical, triangular or square ones shown in Fig 
('a slip of paper'), sliding ('slip up'), and lett~ng 11.22 are sometimes known as stone files. 

Fig 11.20 Some sllpstone 
shapes and profiles 

Fig 11.21 Larger Carborundum slip . s e h l  for ig 11.22 Small Carborundum slipstones: (left to right) 
larger sculpture tools: [left to right) s r a k r d  wedge shape; large and small triangular; rectangular with bevelled edge; 
'kidney' or half-conical; standard; conical large and smull cylindrical 
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Fig 11.23 Translucent Arkansas slipstones, about  ZXin 
(65mm) long 

It is the edges of slipstones which are used for shaping: 
rounded edges (flatter or quicker) shape the inner 
sweeps of gouges, whereas angled edges suit the V-tool 
and other angled tools. Conical shapes are also very 
useful. I t  is not necessary to have large numbers of 
slipstones - as with carving tools themselves, it is best 
to start with an essential few and build up numbers as 
they are needed, or as they become available. 

A slip is worked up and down the inside of a gouge 
and if necessary from side to side, creating an inside 
bevel - a process known as 'opening the mouth' (Fig 
11.24) - or they may simply be used to clean away 
any burr left from sharpening the outside bevel. 

A slip that is smaller and of quicker sweep than a par- 
ticular gouge can still be used, but one that is flatter 
tends to  dig its comers into the metal (Fig 11.25). 
Where possible match the exact shape to the sweep 
of the blade, but, with dextrous use, a few slip- 
stones can be made to go a long way. A small set of 
Arkansas slipstones is available (Fig 11.26); this, 
together with a larger round-edge slip, will cover most 
of what is needed. 

The best option: the curve 
of this slipstone fits the 

sweep of the blade exactly . -- 

This shape of slipstone 
would be acceptable, 

\ ,! worked from side to  side 
\ and diaqonally 

This slipstone is 
unacceptably f iat for the 

sweep of the blade 

- - 

Fig 11.25 The shape of the slipstone needs to be carefully 
matched to the cross section of the b& 

Fig 11.24 Small slipstones can be used very delicarely for Fig 11.26 4 very useful set of four small Arkansas slips 
specific and exact sharpening with different profiles and (above) a triangular slipstone 
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and separate from the rest of the mess on the 
workbench; better still if some means can be found 
to prevent them knocking against one another (Fig 
11.28). Slips need preparing before use, keeping 

clean of grit and, in the same way as benchstones, 
occasionally reshaping. 

Fig 11.27 The edge of th~s Arkansas slrpstone has be, 
given aflatter curvature at one end than the other, making rt 
far more versatile than before 

This is easily done and often necessary: the number of 
available stones is far less than the range of cannels 
they need to fit. You can alter the shape of a slipstone 
to suit a particular use with the grinding wheel, 
benchstones or even a file and sandpaper. W ~ t h  the 
larger slipstones, one half can be given a rounder pro- 
file and the other a flatter one - saving on the cost of 
two (Fig 11.27). Leave the surface of the slip, after 
shaping it, as finely finished as the sides, using, for 
example, fine sandpaper. 

STROPS 

Strop is an older form of the word strap, meaning 

'a strip of leather'. The strop is used, impregnated 
with a fine abrasive, to give a final, finishing sharpness 
to the microscopic cutting edge of a carving tool 
while simultaneously polishing the bevel. ('Snappy' 
people often exhibit an abrasive quality.) 

Strops take the form of benchstrops, for use on the 
outside bevel, and slipstrops, for working the inside. 
They are a very important part of the carver's kit, and 
both types are used regularly to brighten up a dulling 
edge and maintain its sharpness. Most commercially 
made benchstrops are too small. It is not difficult to 
make a good one (Fig 11.29). 

CARE LEATHER 
Strops are best made from the tight-grained, harder 

Slipstones, like benchstones, are brittle and easily type of leather used for saddles, harnesses, belts 
damaged. They are best kept covered in a box 

Fig 11.29 A benchstro~ ; cove? back 

1 
and 

Fig 11.28 Small slipstones are quite brittle and easily ready for use. Also showm are some dressing compounds: a 
chipped or broken. A rack like this will stop them damaging proprktary stropping paste (left), a home-made mixture of 
one another tallow and fine abrasive, and a block of c~ocus abrasive 
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and briefcases. This is mostly vegetable-tanned 
cowhide. If too soft a leather is used, the surface curls 
up as the tool passes, rounding the cutting edge (more 
will be said about this effect later: see page 208). The 
firmer the leather, the better. Leather may also stretch 
or ruck if it is too thin, so a minimum thickness of %in 
(3mm) is needed. A local saddler or hand leather- 
worker will normally have suitable offcuts. 

A good size for a strop is 10-12in (250-300mm) 
long by 3 4 i n  (75-100mm) wide. The leather surface 
should be untreated so that the pores are still avail- 

able to take the abrasive. Use a wire brush to cut back 
finishes that have been applied to the leather. The 
leather can also be used with the grain side (the outer 
or hair side) down. 

MOUNTING THE STROP 
Mount the leather on a block of wood which is a 
little oversize, fixing it at the top end only. Do not 
glue it down, as a free lower edge can be bent to form 
a slipstrop. A cover of thinner leather or canvas-like 
material will keep the strop dust- and grit-free when 
not in use. Nipped-off panel pins in the underside of 
the mounting board, as with the benchstones, will 
hold the strop on the bench (Fig 11.30). 

ABRASlVES 
The strop can be dressed with almost any vely 
fine abrasive. Some alternatives which are suitable 
include: 

crocus powder 

Carborundum powder (at least 400 grit) 

finest emery powder 

finest valve-grinding paste 

jewellers' rouge 

tripoli wax 

diamantine (aluminium oxide) 

proprietary metal polishes such as Brasso 

proprietary strop paste. 

These can be obtained from any of the major mail- 
order tool suppliers. 

The abrasive is held to the leather with tallow 
(preferably), Vaseline, lard or light oil - being very 
fine, these powders tend to get everywhere. Some of 
these abrasives are available in blocks, already made 
up with wax or tallow. 

Do remember to wipe tools after stropping to 

prevent these greasy compounds from transferring to 
the wood. 

DRESSING THE STROP 

@ Sprinkle some of the abrasive powder on to the 
leather, leaving a Xin (13mm) margin around 
the edges. 

Flexible leather or canvas-like 

I , - - -- Strop - 
I I - - - 

-. -- leather 3 I - - 
/ 

I 
Nipped-off tacks 01 

11.30 The benchstrop 



EQUIPMENT:  OILSTONES A N D  STROPS 

@ Use a finger to rub some tallow into the powder. 

Q Repeat a few tlrnes by sprinkling a n  a little 
more of the powder and workmg In more tallow 
to get a uniform colour and consistency. If the 
abrasive comes as a paste or block, work tt 
strarght mto the leather. 

@ Place the strop In a warm oven or under a grill 
for just long enough to melt the tallow, which 
then soaks further Into the leather, binding the 
abras~ve to the surface berter. 

@ When cool, beat the strop w~rh  a large chlsel or 
something similar, dragging the strokes towards 
you. This works the dressing in and removes 
surplus; keep any surplus for re-dressing. , 

For a whlle, excess dressing may come off the strop 
and on to the gouges; these wtll need wiping before 
use. Although the strop will settle down qulckly, 
blades still need w~ping after usrng it and before 
carving. Leave a rag by the strop, and always wipe 
away from the cuttlng edge. 

Cover the strop when not m use, keeplng it free from 
grit and dlrt. 

A strop is always used by dragging the cutnng 
edge tovn*J. you so as not ry-* +he soft leather. The 

technique is descr~bed in greater deta~l m the next 
chapter (pages 189-92). I t  is easy to nick the 
strop with a casual forward stmke. Gashes or nicks 
can usually be filled with dressmg or smoothed by 
stropping over the area. Over a penod of time, the 
dresslng wdl start to work its way to the near end of 
the strop; reversing the onentatlon of the strop now 
and then, to strop in the opposite dlrectlon, will 
inhibit thrs effect. 

If you are moving to the strop from the bench- 
stones, do not wipe the 011 from the blade bur allow it 
to work lnto the strop; lt will keep the leather supple 
and fresh. 

SLIPSTROPS 

Sl~pstrops work the inner bevel of a gouge or V-tool, 
and resemble the shapes of slipstones. There are 
several ways of making them: 

Simply fold over another, smaller prece of the 
benchstrop leather and dress the fold as described 
above A piece 6 x 41n (150 x 100mm), folded 
on the longer edge, pmduces a slze big enough to 
keep the fingers clear of the tool's cuttlng edge 
(Fig 11.31). Push the folded part into the cannel, 
where it flexes to fit the lnslde bevel. This type of 
slipstrop ts particularly good for the larger gouges. 

I 
Fig 11.31 For hrger tools 
a piece of folded and 
dressed leather is the 
simplest slipstrop Be sure 
to make it of an  adequate 
size to keeb the leather 
flexible where the abrasive 
covers i t ,  and to keep your 
fingers clear of the blade 
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Fig 11.32 Slipstrops 
made from thin leather on a 
wooden core 

Block allows olentv of /'77 

Glue thin leather to appropriately shaped pieces 
of softwood and dress the part which fits the 
carving tool (Figs 11.32 and 11.33). Profile the 
wood with the gouge (or V-tool) that will be 
stropped; create the shape by inverting the tool 
and cutting along (that is, with) the grain. Be 
sure to leaye enough wood for a safe grip with 
the fingers, well clear of the passing tool edge. 

Fig 11.33 A slip of wood shaped specifically and covered 
with thin leather makes an excellent slipstrop 

Such slipstraps are good for medium-sed gougzs 
and V-tools. 

Use hardwtmd ina similar way, but without the 
leather, and dressing the abrasive straight on to 
the wood. 

* Fot the smallest tools, a leather pad comtfucred 
like rhe b e n c h o p  works well. Deeply scored 
lines of varying widths take the corners of a 
gouge as its edge is pulled a i g  the leather 
(Fig 11.34rc). Score the lines with a kn~fe, ue+ng 
tightly scared lines from the come~s of the tool 
itself as a guide. A leather thmg IS an altematlve. 

Small strips of wood, without leather but 
drmsed with abrasive, can be sm& onto a b a r d  
at inro a ~~~~~ box (Fie; 11.34b). Cut rhe 
aecessq pmfiles with the appmpriate tools. 

The lower BdgL: of the main ben&vpp - or a 
large, folded shpvop - can be d m e d  with 
abraslve for usz on the insides ofsmall gouges. 
You can also pant the edge to a bevel to fir 
uls~de a small V-taal. (Yuu might l&e ro h o w  
that the techteal tern fat p a w  leather 
is skihg.) 
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I 
Fig 11-34 Two methods 
bf muking slipsnops for 
Small tools 

As with slipstones, a few shapes can be made to go a 
long way. 

Care of slipstrops is similar to that of benchstrops 
. , ;  Keep them with the main strop on the bench, free li 

Here is a list of the 6ask equipment neeaed 
from dirt or grit; a simple rack will keep them in order 

by the woodcarver to sharpen and look after 
YFig 11.35). Move the leather away from the cutting , . . ~ . ,  , ? -  

carving tools: 
edge and re-dress notches if they occur. Again, a little . . . 

-< 

oil will keep suppleness in eather. bench grinder (optional) 

1 
coarse Carborundum benchstone 

fine Carborundum benchstone 

i white or (preferably) translucent Arkansas 
I, 
I r benchstone 

1'. 
I slipstones: large round-edge slips, and 

t 

I l i  composition ' % - 

I :  

, I  

abrasive dressing for the strops. 

ops kept rendy for use in :. , -  . : . .: I 1.35 An assortme 
a purpose-made rack 

175 - 



CHAPTER TWELVE 

THE PROCESS OF 
SHARPENING 

To descr~he in detbil the whole process of 
sharpenmg, from initial grind~ng to final stropping 

To draw attention to the specific problems posed by 
particular tools 

To advise how to keep tools sharp 

To conslder the layout of the sharpening area of 

the workshop 

I 

..-,. 
SHAPING AND The overail contours ana proi?ie &;he blade are 

SHARPENING 
formed, using the grinding wheel and the coarse 
benchstone and slipstones. 

Edges are squared off and the comers made true. 
Here is an overview of what happens when you 
sharpen a carving tool. I am going to use the oilstones 

Inside and outside bevels are set. 

(Carborundum and Arkansas) as my model for Adjustments are made to get the line of light 

benchstone sharpening. If you are using waterstones, neat and even; at this stage it should be about the 

ceramic stones or the like, you will need to allow thickness of a line drawn with a ball-point pen. 

for differences in grit: if they are coarser or much 
finer than the Arkansas stones, more stropping (by. After preparatory shaping comes the actual sharpen- 

hand or power) may be needed. These other types ing. Slipstones for the inner bevel, and benchstones 

of stone are considered in the next chapter; use for the outer one, gradually thin the visible edge, 

the advice given there in addition to what is while maintaining a flat bevel, a straight edge and so 

discussed .here. (Power stropping is covered in on. The white line attenuates to a hair's thickness, 

Chaprer 14.) then disappears altogether. If the honing has been 

It  is helpful to conceive of a preliminary stage of true and even, the whole of the line disappears at the: 

shaping a carving tool, before the sharpening proper. same time. If not, a little more honing in specific 

At this shaping stage: places will remove any white specks or areas. 

176 I 
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If you end up with a poorly shaped edge - through Curved profiles 
over-enthusiasm or inattennon - it must be levelled 

straight gouges 
off square again. Present the tool dead upright to the 
Arkansas stone and gently draw it over the sucface a fishtall and other tapered gouges 
few times. The amount of wh~te line showing and the 

longbent gouges 
state of the bevel then dictate the next stage: what 
coarseness of benchstone or slipstone is needed ro . shortbent gouges 
resume sharpenmg. 

When the white line has disappeared, r t  might be 
thought that- the tool 1s sharp. However, pushing the 
cutting edge into a piece of scrap wood may cause 
the l~ne  of light to reappear in whole or in part. This 
1s because a wire edge (or burr) - a feather-edge of 
'metal- occurs where the sharpenmg of the inner and 
outer bevels meet, and hides the whlte lme. Pushing 
the cuttmng edge Into the scrap wood removestthe 
wireedge at the same time as toughening up the metal 
and revealmg the white line. A few more strokes of 
careful honing wlll ehmmate the white hne. Once 
more the edge is pushed into the wood, and touched 
up on the fine stones again d the lrne returns. 

When the white light does not reappear, try cut- 
ting across the grain of another piece of wood, such as 
a good-quahty softwood The cut surface should be 
polished and w~thout scrarch marks. If scratches 
occur, a slipstone can be applied to the correspondmg 
tell-tale spot of hght, w ~ t h  a final touch-up on the 
benchstone. Try the cut again. When a clean, sharp 
cut has been satisfactor~ly made, the bevel and edge 
can be shcked up on the strop. 

CUTTING PROFILES 

backbent gouges 

Combinations 

deep gouges (nos. 10 and 11). 

Different approaches, but all us~ng the basic proce- 
dures outlined above, wlll allow you to master all 
these different profiles. 

The following sechons deal with how to use 
the varlous pieces of equipment to work these pro- 
files correctly; the specific needs of ~ndivldual tools 
then follow. 

BASIC PROCEDURES 

Carvers differ in the way they use gr~ndmg wheels, 
benchstones and M, on; rhey differ also m what final 
shapes and bevel angles they want. Beginners, too, will 
eventually develop their own preferences The methods 
g~ven here work successfully and are cons~stenr with 
all that has prev~ously been sald regarding cutting 
profiles and angles. 

Although there seems to be a Large variety of shapes Grlnding wheels shape the carving tools initially, 
for woodcarving tools, there are in fact only two gen- settlng the bevel and edge. They may also be used to 
era1 profiles across the cuttlng edge - flat and curved repair broken or damaged edges. 
- wlth a few comhmat~ons. Carving rook divlde Into * The grindingwheelshould always a m  towards the 
these profiles in the following ways: operator. This is a debatable point: IC is sometimes 

recommended &at the wheel should turn away 
Flat profiles from the operator. The reasons for recommending a 

direction of rotation towards the operator therefore 
firmer ch~sels 

need to be considered m some detail, since different 
skew chisels directions of the wheel have differing effects on the 
V-tools and macaroni tools tool edge. 
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Perpendicular to the cutting surface of the 
wheel 

Tools are presented m thls way (Fig 12.3) as part of 
the preliminary shaplng - stralghtenlng or flattening 
the cutting edge from comer to comer. Be gentle 
and precise. Use the whole surface of the wheel 
where possible, and use the toolrests. Always wear 
eye protection. 

Fig 12.3 Perpedcular presentanon [for clanty the 
grrnder's perspex guards are swung up) 

In line with the rotation of the wheel 

T h ~ s  ts the usual method for settlng the angle of the 
bevel. When a tool is offered ~n line with the gnnd- 
mg wheel (Fig 12.4), the bevel tends to ptck up the 
circular shape of the wheel, producing the hollow 
grmd mentioned earlier. The smaller the wheel, the 
more hollow the bevel This hollowness can be 
removed on the benchstone. 

Square-on to the rotation 

Offermg the gouge square-on (at r~ght angles) to the 
wheel (Fg 12.5), and rotatlng it from comer to cor- - - 
ner whlle keeping the same angle of presentation, will 
produce a flat bevel. Thrs operatron rnvolves holdrng . 
the tool m your hands and steadying your hands m 
turn on the grinder's toolrest. It is not a difficult tech- 
nlque and, d a firm but gentle approach is taken, it IS 

quite safe. 

Touched to the side of the wheel 

The quickest method of gnnd~ng flat bevels on a 
gouge or chisel is to start w ~ t h  the normal (in-lme) 
presentatlon to the wheel and remove most of the 
unwanted metal from the bevel. Then make a final 
few passes wlth the tool presented square-on, removrng 
any hollowness. You must rotate a gouge across the 
whole of its bevel surface, whatever the orientation to 
the wheel. Alm to grlnd smoothly, with any rotatlng 
commg from your wrlst at the handle; try to produce 
a clean bevel mth  no facets. 

For a chisel or V-tool, flatten the bevel by touch- 
ing it carefully and gently to the s~de of the wheel, 
using the grinder's toolrest (Fig 12.6). Use only the 
l~ghtest touch, as these wheels are not really deslgned - 
to take sldeways pressure. Look at the scratch marks - on the bevel and let them guide your pos~tloning of 

Fig 12.4 In-line presentanon, with fingers on toolrest the tool. 
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Q For gouges, set the outside bevel by gr~ndlng m 
l ~ n e  w~th  the wheel, rockmg the gouge from 
comer to comer (Fig 12 7 )  and maklng a 

Fig ~ 4 . o  Touching rhe cmwmg tool n, rhe slde of the 

g r i d n g  wheel; only the Irghtest touch IS permzssibk 

Even though a grulder removes metal qu~ckly, impa- 
tience may still lead to two unwanted consequences: 

Overheating 
With a fast, dry wheel, check the temperature of the 
blade frequently and never allow it to rise above 
hand-warm. T h ~ s  means adoptlng a rhythm of short 
bursts of light gmdmng, dipping the blade m cold 

L 
water between times. I 
Over-grinding 
The same regular approach wlll help prevent over- I 
grmnding - a p~tfall to be aware of from the beginnmg. 
Try not to take roo much metal off at anme, but work 
evenly. Take the white line of light at the edge con- 
t~nuously as your guide. Keep looklng at its thickness 
and the scratch marks on the bevel to be sure of 
exactly where you are removlng metal, and how 
much. Bear m mlnd the shape you are a r m g  at. If 
the edge loses its shape, you may need to level it off 
by presenting the tool perpendicularly and starting 
the process again. 

METHOD 

O Start by setting the cutting edge, from comer to 
comer, at right angles to the longlmdinal axis, Fig 12.7 After the edge hds been straghtened, set the begel 
as shown already m Fig 12.3. Smooth and clean of rhe gouge on  the p d m g  wheel by smoothly r o m n g a  at 
up thls srra~ght edge right at the start on the the correct angk from comer to comer. Keep checlang the 
Arkansas stone. result. (For clan3 rhe grinder's perspexgwrds are swung up) 
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uniform line of light with the heel and edge quickly, although coarse slipstones are more 
parallel. Finish at right angles to the wheel, often used. The white line will thin down - 
flattening the bevel (Fig 12.8). keep it even and uniform. 

@ For large gouges, small grinding wheels m dnlls O For flat chisels, the grinder's toolrests can be 
or flexlhle shafts can create an tnner bevel used to help set the bevel equally on both stdes 

Move the tool from slde to side, coverlng the 

1 
whole stone evenly. If you do not want to use 
the side of the grlndlng wheel (or even to grlnd 
square-on) to flatten the bevel, use the coarse 

. benchstone 

@ The tool should now be ready for the 
benchstones. 

STONING (HONING) 

Fig 12.8 Flatten the bevel by oferlng n square-on to the 
rotation Do this lightly and make sure your hand u 
supported by the toolrest. If preferred, ths method can be 
wed for all the bevel shaptng 

Some beginners are unsure at what angle to present 
their chisel or gouge to the benchstone in order to get 
the right cutting angle. I'll give you here, right at the 
beginning, the key: you should simply present 
the tool to the benchstone at the angk at which you 
want to hold it while you are carving wood - that is, the 
cutting angle. 

Imagine the surface of the benchstone to be wood; 
pretend to carve it with your gouge. You will see you 
are at the 15-20", which is the 'natural', most con- 
trolled angle at which to carve. Keep this angle as 
you sharpen. 

The two basic carving-tool profiles - curved and 
flat - are presented differently to the benchstones for 
sharpening: 

Flat chisels are presented in line (end-on) with 

the stone (Fig 12.9). 

Fig 12.9 Working along 
the benchstcne with a 
chisel; the stone is 
orientated on the bench 
end-on to the user 
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Gouges are presented at right angles (square-on) 

to the stone (Fig 12.10). 
12.11 Ckaning the edge of a carving tool inwolves 

Became of this differing orientation, mount the offering it in a peqendicular position and pulling it along a 

benchstones so that they can be tumed around; do f i t  benchstone. This is necessary each time you move to a- 

not fix them permanently in position on the bench finer stone, refininE the edge fiom the coarser grit of the 

with cleats. previous one 
The following procedures to get a straigl~t edge 

from comer to comer of your tools apply to all this too often, as it is wasteful of material. Perhaps 

types of benchstone; remember that oilstones must only one pass on the Arkansas stone may be needed 

be oiled first. to produce a clean edge from which to resharpen. 
All other ways of holding the tool for sharpening 

STRAIGHTENING THE EDGE involve the correct use of the whole body. This is 

For both chisels and gouges, start by holding the important to achieve the right effect. Carving tools 

blade perpendicular - like a pencil - to the coarse are sharpened from the hips and legs, not the elbows. 

stone and dragging it across the surface a few times 
(Fig 12.11). This is a more exact alternative to 
straightening the edge on the grinding wheel. In both 
cases, finish off the straight edge on the Arkansas 
stone; this produces a strong, smooth, clean edge with 
which to start; it also makes the line of light easier 
to see. 

Whenever a cutting edge has become unaccept- 
ably wavy - or the corners lost - you can reinstate a 
fresh white line using this procedure. Try not to do 

HONING THE BEVEL: CHISELS 

Q Position the stone on the bench so that its end 
points away from you (1.e. end-on). 

Q If you are right-handed, hold the chisel handle 
in the right hand with the first two fingers 
of the left hand on the back of the blade, a 
little behind the bevel - vlce versa for the 
left-handed. 
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Q Place the heel of the chlsel on the near end of 
the stone. Try to get a sense of the heel resung 
on the surface (Flg 12.12). Keep your elbows by 
your sldes. 

@ Ra~se the handle untll the bevel lles flat on the 
stone, and then a llttle more to br~ng m the 
actual edge. By taislng and lowering the handle 

Feel the heel 

L 
Lower the bevel to 

rest flat on the stone 

Fig 12.12 How to get a senre of the begel restingflnt on 
the surface of the benchstone 

fractionailv, learn to feel when the bevel l~es 
truly flat on the surface. 

@ Remember to present the ch~sel or gouge to 
the benchstone at the cuttlng angle - the angle 
at wh~ch you want to hold the tool whlle you 
are carvmng. Move the chlsel forwards and 
backwards along the benchstone, maintalnlng 
this angle consistently and keeplng the bevel 
flat. To do &IS, keep your elbows by your s~des 
and rock your whole body backwards and 
forwards from relaxed knees. You will need one 
foot a little in front of the other. If you keep 
your bady st111 and just push the blade 
backwards and forwards with your arms, there is 
a smng tendency to raise and lower the handle, 
rounding the bevel; this is caIled 'rollmg rhe 
edge' (Fig 12.13). Keepmg the bevel flat 
requlres this whole-body app~oach. 

6 Use the whole of the stone's surface, but keep 
clear of the very edge. Be careful not to pull the 
chisel off the stone on the back stroke, as th~s  
inevitably damages the edge. 

@ After a little whlle, turn the chlsel on to the 
oppos~te side and repeat the action. Countlng 
the number of strokes on each slde can help you 

A ig 12.13 Lowering and raising the handle rolls (or rounds) the bevel 
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Fig 12.14 Use the 

appearance of the bevel 

surjace to monitor the 

fitness of the bewel 
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I 

I 

keep rhe two bevels equal. Mainttdn a patient, rounded, a new micfk will appear as a line acrm 
steady rhythm. Watch fhe amounr of 011 on the the middle. If the beyel is flat, the new mark 
stone, a$ the edge rends to push ir off. will extend Erom edgP to heel [Fig 1214). 

@ Always h k  at jhe urhite l~ne  of lighr, keeping @ Working thnaugh the, stones m t h ~ s  VZY, and 
Iruniform w~ th  tienslrive adjustments tb the o k v &  Fa* white line, and the k c 1  
point of contact between stone and metal. Do scrstcbes, you ca$ a m a i n  ;ai even, &at 
nor be tempted to raise the handle ro make dze reduetton of rhe merat m kfi edge which hall7 
lme of ltght disappear more quickly, If the line dmppears. 
i s  &eka on one side, try net so much tet tilt 
the cml as ta. ~nwtginepurring more pressure on HONING THE BEVEL GOUGES 
t h p ~  side of the blade. You may find that you 
have a built-in bias to one side or tho arbet, and O Positi~n rhe benchatone so thar rcs side is fa&g 
have ro wid against thi~. you (i.e. side-an), 

@ Occi3asionally, still keeping the beveI flat, make a @ T&nxg a medimdsweep Ems 6) gauge as an 
short sideway4 stroke amos the stone rarhef example: d you are rigkc;hap1ded1 hdd the 
c h i  along it. Exammne rhe sacitch &s on handle in h e  cight hand with the first two 
the surface of Fae bevel. Zf&e bevel has hen fingers ofthe I& hand in the camel at  mouth 
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A few sideways 
strokes will 

superimpose 
another set of 

scratch marks to 
check bevel 

flatness 

Normal honing of 
the chisel produces 
one set of scratch ' 

marks 

Sign of a rolled or Sign of a flat bevel 
rounded bevel 
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of the blade, about a finger-joint back from the 
edge. Vice versa for the left-handed. 

Q Place the heel of the outslde bevel In the centre 
of the stone. Keep your elbows by your sldes. 

8 Start by gettlng a feel for how the flat bevel 
rests on the surface of the stone. Ralse ehe 
handle until the bevel lies flat on the stone, 
and then rase it a little more on to the actual 
edge. By ralslng and lowering the handle a 
litde, leam to feel when the bevel 1s lymg truly 
flat on the surface. With a little practice you 
will be able to go stralght to restlng the bevel 
flat on the stone. 

@ Remember to present the gouge to the , 
benchstone at the cuttlng angle - the angle at  
wh~ch you want to hold the tool while you are 
carving Start on the left of the ollstone wlth 
the gouge turned on to its rlght comer. The 
mouth of the gouge will be polnting towards the 
centre of the stone. 

@ The gouge must now move to the opposlte end 
of the benchstone. In doing so, you must also 
rotate the blade so that it comes to rest on its 

more towards the centre. This constitutes one 
sharpening stroke. 

8 Without lifting the gouge from the surface, 
reverse the movement so the gouge comes to 
rest on its nght comer, over on the left of the 
stone once more (Fig 12.15). This completes a 
cycle of two strokes. Notlce that the direction 
of rotatlon goes agaznst the direct~on of travel, 
efficiently bltlng the metal mto the stone. 

@ The gouge is rocked like thrs, from one end of 
the benchstone to the other and back agam, m 
regular, even strokes. Use the whole cutting 
surface, but avoid both a figure-of+eight pattern 
- whlch rounds over the bevel - and the very 
edge of the stone. 

@ Present the bevel flat all the time. To 
accomplish this, keep the elbows in, rotating 
the tool handle from the wrist and forearm. 
Shift the weight of the body from one leg to the 
other, keeping your back upright and your knees 
relaxed and slightly bent. This posture has 
something of the judo stance and balance about 
it, and should feel comfortable and unforced. If 
you work from the elbows only, the bevel will 
ir~xarI~~b1x b~$s2FQee g.rrsuoded. 

I 

A .g 12.15 The d~rectron and rotanon of a gouge while bezng sharpened on a benchstone 
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u 
Fig 11.16 Sl~pstones are used in a parmerslup wrth bencktones, mbbzng backwards and forwards while mintainzng the sa..- 
angle to the biade. The upper hand w e : ,  not the lower 

Thls 1s the basic technique for gouges, to wh~ch some 
extra pornts need to be added: 

Use the sllpszones with the benchstones to was 
the Inner bevel or remove the wrre edge (see 
pages 187-9). In the sharpem process, the 
han~ng of the edge alternates between 
benchstones and slips (Flg 12.16). Sllpstones are 
aften used first, where an Inner bevel 1s requlrec 

Regularly check the state of the white line. 
If it becomes thicker in one pan compared wi& 
another, llmit the ratation of  he blade for a 

few strokes and work more specifically on the 
thlckes part. Conversely, if some part of the 
white line becomes unduly thmnner, avoid honing 
that part of the edge. This may mean you have 
to divide your honing Into two separate strokes - 
llfting the gouge to avoid the thln part in the 

Fig 12.1 7 Romkng the gouge too fm wrlI hone away the 
all-important comers 
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m~ddle - unt~l  the wh~te line 1s returned to a 

uniform thickness. 

To sharpen the whole bevel, the corners must be 
included, but rt rs very easy to over-rotate the 
handle and sharpen them away ( F I ~  12.17). Extra 
care must be taken w~th  the comers at the end of 
the stroke, so that the gouge 1s rotated ne~ther 
too much nor too httle. Adda~onally, all the 
finger pressure on the gouge tends to lie on the 
comers at the polnt where it changes direction, 
so pressure needs to be eased a l~ttle at this point. 

The amount of rotatlon that a gouge needs 
depends on its sweep - the amount of curve it 
has. Flat gouges requlre only a slight turn at &e 
wrist; qu~cker gouges a lot more If the wrlst 
actlon becomes uncomfortable, you may have to 
hone the edges of the quickest gouges in sectors 
which you then carefully merge With flex~ble 
wrlsts thls IS not normally necessary up to the 
sem~c~rcular (no. 9) gouges, but the U-shaped 
gouges can be more of a problem. They are best 
dealt with as a comb~nation of flat and curved 
bevels; details wlll be glven In the section on 
rndrv~dual tools (page 204) 

By constantly monltorlng the hne of hght at the 
edge, and adjusting whlch parts of the bevel are 
belng honed, a stra~ght, even contour will result. 
As wlth the ch~sels, it is a good Idea to make a 
short stroke wlth the gouge moving at 90' to the 
normal d~rect~on. The subsequent scratch mark 
will show you whether the bevel has become 
rounded or rema~ned flat. As the grade becomes 
finer, changes m the abrasive marks on the bevel 
can also be used to monitor the angle at whlch 
the bevel is presented. 

Some carvers sharpen the11 gouges by mbblng the 
bevels on a benchstone rn the same d~rect~on as that 
descr~bed above for the chlsel As the gouge 1s moved 
backwards and forwards lr is rotated from one stde to 
the other, often ~n a figure-of-erght pattern. I have 
always found it difficult with this method either to 
produce a straight edge with comers, or a flat bevel; lt 
also wears the stone in the centre more qu~ckly 

SLIPSTONING 

As a general rule, use the same type of stone on one 
s~de of the edge as on the other. So, when worklng the 
outs~de bevel on the coarse Carbomndum bench- 
stone, use a coarse Carborundum sl~pstone on the 
~ n s ~ d e  - matchrng grade to grade as the abrasive 
stones get finer 

Match the curves and angles of the slipstones to 
the curves and angles of the tools as closely as poss~ble. 
Bear m mind that you can change shpstone shapes, 
and use smaller sl~ps on larger tools. 

By way of example, let us put an Inner bevel to a 
medlum gouge. 

@ Rest the round back of the blade on the edge 
of the bench w1th about l m  (25mm) projectmng 
upwards and at an angle of about 45" away 
from you. 

Q Usrng some 011 - wh~ch can be taken up from 
the benchstone - place the slip Into the mouth 
of the gouge. Hold n between your fingers and 
thumb at a shallow angle. Make sure your fingers 
clear the sharp corners of the blade A right- 
handed person would normally hold the slip ~n 
the r~ght hand. 

Q With firm pressure, rub the stone backwards and 
forwards; if appropriate, work from s ~ d e  to s~de 
and diagonally as well. To keep the angle of the 
Inner bevel flat, avo~d rocking the slrp up or 
down (Fig 12.18). Work evenly across the edge 
and Include the comers, but be careful not to 
over-sharpen them. 

@ Do not let more than half to two th~rds of the 
slipstone project from the blade. To put thrs 
another way, always keep a substantla1 amount 
of the s l~~s tone  mn-cannel (Fig 12.19) Thls 
means worklng In short, rap~d strokes. If the 
slipstone projects more than thls, there 1s a 
danger of ~ t s  coming off the blade completely. 
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Fig 12.18 Do not roc 
the slipstone up or do' 
as it is mowed backward 
and forwards 

Almost invariably, the sharpening hand starts . -, alternative is to rest the gouge in one of your 
a return stroke, only to strike the sharp cutting hands and not against the bench. For a right-handed 
edge of the tool with the slipstone - or with person, the gouge would be held in the left. Allow the 
your fingers. hand holding the handle of the gouge to relax so that - - - 

the round back of the blade nestles in the angle @ Work in conjunction with the benchstone: 
between the thumb and first finger - this hand is sup- 

drawing the inner bevel back with the slipstone, 
cleaning and working with the benchstone, 

ported by holding the elbow in to the body. Work the 
slipstone with the other. This method is more suited 

returning to the slip, and so on. The line of 
to smaller tools and the final, more delicate stages 

light on the cutting edge is, as always, the guide 
of slipstoning. It allows the work to be held a little 

to where the slip needs to be applied. 
closer to the eye. 

Fig 12.19 When pushing the .. ,-. be careful not to come o f  the edge - leave something like one third in-cannel 

188 



F 

THE PROCESS OF SHARPENING 

Another approach that suits some carvers is to fix the @ At the end of this stroke lift Lhe chisel clear 
movement of the stone and rub the gouge over it, and place the bevel flat on the strop at the far 
rather than the more usual reverse situation. This end again. Draw the blade towards you for a 
method is not recommended, as visibility of the edge second stroke. 

is not so good. O This action is repeated a few times on one side 
of the chisel, then the blade is tumed over for 

STROPPING 
an equal number of strokes on the other side. 
You can strop the tool quite vigorously, in 

METHOD: CHISELS 

which case it makes a slapping sound on the 
strop as it is placed for each stroke. 

@ Llne up the benchstrop end-on, supporting the 
METHOD: GOUGES 

near edge with the fingers (of the left hand, for 
@ Wlth the strop end-on, hold the gouge as you 

a r~ght-handed person). 
dld the chlsel, wlth the extended fingers in- 

Q The strop is always used with the blade belng cannel. 
drawn towards the user, the edge dragg~ng so as Q Start at the far end of the strop w ~ t h  the gouge 
not to cut the leather. 

tumed on to one comer. Draw the blade 

@ Hold the chisel around the shank with the right towards you with firm pressure at the same time 
hand. The first two fingers extend along the as rotating the wrist to rock the gouge on to 
metal, but keep them back from the cutting its other comer (Figs 12.21 and 12.22). The 
edge roughly the length of a finger joint. gouge arrives at the near end of the strop 

facing the opposite way. Keep the bevel flat by 8 Place the bevel flat on the furthest part of the 
maintaining the angle of presentation. 

leather and, with firm pressure, draw the tool 
along the strop towards you (Fig 12.20). Try to O Lift the gouge clear of the leather, and return 
maintain the angle and work on the bevel - not it to the far end for a second stroke. This time 
the edge, as that will take care of itself. start the gouge on the opposite comer and 

E - - -  - - - - - - - - - - - 

I - 
Strop leather 

Fig 12.20 When stropping, maintain the same angk and always drag tk edge to avoid cutting the leather 
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Fig 12.21 Using the benchstrop involves TOtahng the gouge as it passes along the leather, whik keep~ng the bevel comlrtcntly 
f i t  on as su$ace, lzft it ooff the leather for the return stroke 

repeat the rotating stroke; this completes 
one cycle. 

@ Repeat the cycle several times. Do not land There are two dangers in using the benchstrop: 

heavilv on the corners. ~ ~ 

Cutting the leather 
@ After a few cycles of stropping, use the slipstrop 

Avoid running the tool into the strop by making sure 
on the inside. 

the blade is lifted clear of the leather surface on the 
@ Only a few passes are needed to maintain the return strokes. Develop a habitual action that auto- 

edge; stropping can be quite a brief business. matically ensures this. 
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Cutting your hand 
There is a danger of curtrng rhe hand that is steadying 
rhe strop - the thumb, especially, can be caught by a 
negligent forward stroke of the cawing tual returning 
though the air (Fig 12 23). Since the edge is now 
extremely sharp, th~s danger must be taken senously. 

The strop needs some steadying, slnce r t  tends to 
be pulled towards you as you use it. Pins beneath the 
mountlng board (see page 172) wtll largely anchor it, 
and only a llghr touch of the hand wll be needed to 
steady it. This steadyzng hand must be positioned ra the 
srde of the working area, out of the path of the blade 
entirely. The positloncan be to one side, at either end Fig 12.23 The hand that steudres the strop mmt be kept 
of the sttop, out ofthe way of the retumtng c m n g  edge 
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By experlmenbng with the safest, yet most relaxed As wlth sllpstones, be aware of the fingers and the 
hand posltlon - and by be~ng mindful of the move- vety sharp cutt~ng edge. 
ment of the tool - the danger of cutting yourself can 
be ellmmated. 

INDMDUAL TOOLS 
IN DETATL SLIPSTROPPING 

These notes should be read in the context of what ha. 
8 Posltlon the gouge or V-tool as when uslng been sad prev~ously about: 

sllpstones. 
the shapes and profiles that carvlne tools need - 

@ Agam, the sl~pstrop must move away from the the use of the shaping and sharpening 
cuttlng edge Place it on the ~nslde bevel and 

equipment. 
push it forward wlth firm pressure Into the air 
and beyond the edge (Rgs 12.24 and 12.25). 

Study and refer to this information first. I have tried 
O Return the slipstrop ckar of the cutting edge and to avoid repetition as much as possible but, for the 

position it for a second forward stroke. sake of clarity, some is unavoidable. 

Fig 12.24 Slzpstrops must 

only be pushed out of the 
cannel, to awo~d cutang the 
zather 

With accurate grinding it is poss~ble to go straight 
up the scale to the finer stones and save tlme. The 
skill of knowing whtch stones to use, and when, 
comes with practice. 

Decide first on your bevel angle. As a gu~de, an 
overall angle (includmg an Inside bevel) of 20-25" IS 

a useful, average one. In practrcal terms, a leneth of - - 
bevel between two and a half and three times the 
thickness of the blade would be approxtmately nght. 

W~thout an mnslde bevea: all the angle is taken on 
the outside. 

W ~ t h  an rnside bevel: make the Inner bevel 
Fig 12.25 A k&r sErpsnop w ~ l l  deform to fit the sweep of between one quarter and one th~rd the length of 
the gouge as it a pwhed forward the outer bevel. 
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Wlth a carvlng chisel: the angle and amount of 
bevel are divided equally between both stdes. 

Ir may be helpful in  the beg~nning to make a wooden 
templare of what the sharpening angle looks like m 
order to get some feel for it. In practice, no experi- 
enced carver estimates these angles to accurate 
degrees; it is done more by feel, and whether the tool 
cuts as you want. 

FLAT CHISELS 

€8 Grind the edge square and esrabllsh the comers. 
The coarse benchstme may he preferred to the 
grinder, especially for the finer tools. The yl~nte 
ltne of l~ght should be unbroken along the 
whole length of the edge. 

@ Make one or two perpendicular passes on the 
oiled Arkansas stone to clean and refine the 
wh~te lme. 

1 8 Grind the bevel Bat to the requtred angle on 

Use the side of the grinding wheel to remove 
any hollowness in the bevel, or leave this untd 
the next step. 

@ Set the oilstone end-on, present the bevel flat 
and hone b ~ t h  sides. Repeat equally on both 
sides, regularly check~ng the whtte line and 
bevel scratches. 

When the llne of hght reaches hair thickness, 
push the edge into a plece of clean scrap wood 
to remove any burr. A llttle more work may 
then be necessary on the coarse stone to return 
the ltne to uniformly ha~r-thm. 

Q Set the Arkansas stone end-on and proceed m 
the same way. After every ten strokes on each 
s~de, push the blade mto scrap wood to 
emphasrze the l ~ n e  of llght and strengthen the 
edge. As the l~ne  thms, push the edge into the 
wood every five, then every couple of strokes. 
Do not raise the handle to make the lrne 
disappear more quickly, but proceed patiently. 

I both sides of the chtsel, w t h  the heel ~arallel to 0 When the line is no longer visible, and does not 
I the cutting edge. The edge should be in the reappear when the edge ts pushed Into the 
1 centre of the blade (Fig 12.26). Make the white wood, try carvmng across the grain of a plece of 

lme an even %in (lmm) thlck at this stage. softwood. Look to see If the line returns, or if 
there are scratch marks on the cut surface, and 
touch up the edge appropriately on the 
Arkansas stone. 

Flat bevel @ Once a polished, clean cut has been produced, 
strop both sides equally and then carefully wipe 

Square 
the blade. 

SKEW CHISELS 

€8 Grlnd the skew angle &st: the acute angle a t  
the up of the blade should be 4 M 5 "  for 
general use, around 30" for more deltcate work, 
Present the end of the blade to the wheel so as 
to keep a stralght lme along the edge. T h s  
grmding will make the edge look wedge-shaped, 
narrowing to the long point (Fig 12.27). 

\ 

Make one or two perpendicular passes of the 
edge on the Arkansas stone to clean and refine 
the whte l i e .  
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Fig 12.29 Wh@n tk cutting edge of tk skew IS m d  

I m o s s  the s m ,  the handkmusr be angledovirr the side ifor 

r t g  12.27 The mmal setnng and lengthening of the skew 0 The skew 1s offered to the benchstones so that 
angle makes the chtsel look wedge-sh@ed the edge orientates in the same way as the edge 

of a firmer chisel - across the w~dth of the 
@ Grind the bevel flat, with the heel parallel to benchstone. The handle angles out aver the 

the cuttmg edge. To do th~s, posltion the handle side of the stone, to one s~de for one bevel, the 
at a corresponding angle to the srde of the oppos~te side for the other (Fig 12.29). 
wheel. Work more on the thlcker end of the @ Hone the skew ,m the same way as a firmer 
wedge, and remember that the polnt can be chisel: two fingers exerting gentle pressure on 
overheated very emly.  Keep the cuttrng edge in the blade, and working on both sides uniformly. 
the cenue of the metal (Frg 12 28) Keeo an eve on the whrte line and avo~d over- 

sharpening the long point - so removing the 
most important part of the tool. Test the white 
line in scrap wood. 

@ Strop by holding and movtng the skew as if u 
were a firmer ch~sel - but at an angle, as before 
- and carefully wipe the blade. Test the edge by 
slic~ng across the grain of a plece of softwood. 

Consider the V-tool or parting tool as two flat ch~sels, 
jorning to form a cuttmg angle. There are three 
bevels to deal wltk the central keel, and the chisel on 
ather mde. CX the rhree bevels, it is the keel which is 
the most Important not only does the keel form the 
princrple cutung angle, but the way the keel ~tself LS 
fanned from the rhickness of the metal on each srde 

rr+ 12.28 Feamres of a cwredy  sharpened skew cbsel decides how well the tool cuts 
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You must, of course, have keen cutting edges along 
the two chisels and at the apex of the V, at the keel. 
It is crucial that the cutting apex and edges of the Straight edge 

V-tool - the parts that leave the finished cut - are 
properly sharp, otherwise a ragged cut is inevitable. 

A lot of problems are caused by faults in the tools 
themselves: different wall thicknesses on either side, 
for example. If the sides of the V-tool are of uneven 
thickness, or the cannel is not lined up accurately, 
matching the two side bevels can be difficult. If you 

I/ 
\ Flat bevel, 

find that equal matching is impossible, but the bevels straight keel 

are nevertheless flat and the cutting edges saaight, 
then the tool should still be usable. Do check this 
aspect of your V-tool and make sure it is well made; if 
you are running into unaccountable problems, this 

rn 
,, rounded 

may be the cause. 
As has been mentioned before, the apex of the V 

is not actually a sharp angle but slightly rounded, 
both inside and out (Fig 12.30). This is not that Fig 12.31 Features of  a correctly sharpened vtool 
noticeable unless you examine the groove cut by the 
V-tool closely. The rounding-over allows the tool to sometimes. However, they are the least useful part of 
negotiate corners more easily. The keel itself remains the tool; the apex of a V-tool will cut very well 
straight and at the usual cutting angle of 15-20' (Fig despite missing comers. 
12.31). Keep the corners: they are used in deeper cuts Specially shaped angle-edged slipstones will clean 

off the wire edge and work any inner bevel into the 
angle itself; different stones will be needed to match 
the different angles of V-tools (Fig 12.32). Only a 
small inside bevel is needed; it can be worked back 
every time the tool needs touching up. The slipstone 
must fit exactly into the angle; it  is all too easy to 

Fig 12.30 Close-up of the end of the lLtool, the apex of  Fig 12.32 The three d~ferent  V-tool an& wzll need 
the V s not a sharp angle hut slcghtly rounded correspond~ng an& on  the shzpswnes 
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work the slip to one slde of the angle rather than in @ Make one or two perpendicular passes on 
the centre, which creates a notch (Fig 12.33). Most of the Arkansas stone to clean and refine the 

the problems encountered in sharpening these tools white line 

arise from improper shaping at the grinding stage, or O Set the keel angle by presenting the tool across 
inaccurate application of the slipstones. 

the wheel; an average angle would be a bit less 
It is not too difficult to sharpen a V-tool if you 

than 20°. Reduce the thickness of the white 
proceed step by step: 

line at the auex to about %sin (1.5mm). The 
outside comer of the angle will look cut off 4J Grind the edges square, with the V-tool 
(Fig 12.34b). 

perpendicular to the grinding wheel. If the tool 
was supplied nosed, the edges will now look 0 Set the bevel angles on the wheel, treating each 

like two wedges, thickening to the angle side of the tool in tum like a chisel and 

(Fig 1 2 . 3 4 ~ ) .  
B 

rendering the white lines to a thickness of about 

Fig 12.33 i t  is important 
to align the V-tool s'lipstone 
exactly with the apex when 
working the angle; it is easy 
to rub to one side and 
notch the edge 

Fig 12.34 With the edges 
but not the apex ground, 
the tip of the V-tool looks 
like two wedges (a). W h i n  
the angk of the keel has 
been set, the apex will look 
cut off (b) . As the bewel is 
set, the edge is reduced to a 
z~nifonn kinness (c) 

Correci alignment of sllpstone 

n 

I I 

I 
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%In (lmm) The heel should be parallel w ~ t h  
the cuttlng edges and the V apex al~gned dead 
in the centre. End-on, the angle w~ll  still look 
slsghtly cut off 

@ Position the benchstones as for the flat chisel, 
and select the appropriate angled slipstone for 
the inside. Taking each side of the V in turn, 
start reducing the thickness of the edge with the 
Carborundum, then the Arkansas, stone (Figs 
12.35 and 12.36). There is always a tendency to 

over-sharpen the comers, as they are thinner 
than the central parts. If the line thins at any 
point, slightly turn the wrist to exert a little 
more pressure on the thicker part of the edge 
and away from the thinner part. Take great care 
to keep the bevels flat, and check the white 
line and bevel scratches to make decisions as 
to exactly how the tool should present to the 
stone. Push the edge into scrap wood as with 
the chisel, but do not rock the tool from side 
to side. 

Fig 12.35 Treat one s ~ d e  
of the V-tool hke a c h e l  

36 . . . then the 

her (for clarity the oil is 
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- 
Fig 12.37 A hook may be left towards the e m !  of i~ihbnig oil the hdi~ihirvlls.  :is alwn?s. p~esen t  the betme1 flnt 
sharpening; this is caused by the thicker metnl at the angle nnd kesp chsiking rhee~icy b? in fins oj light 
where the two sides ioin 

@ As the white line attenuates and disappears 
(Fig 12.34c), a point of light will be left at the 
apex, probably projecting a little with a hook 
(Fig 12.371, because the metal is thicker at the 
junction of the two sides. To remove the hook, 
turn the Arkansas stone side-on and lay the keel 
flat on the surface, with the blade at its proper 
15-20" cutting angle. Rock the tool, like a 
gouge, from side to side and very carefully hone 
the keel until the spot of light has gone (Figs 
12.38 and 12.39). Overworking the keel will 
cause the apex to dip back. Final spots of light Fig 12.40 Using an angled slipstone to finish the inside of 
can be removed with the slipstone (Fig 12.40). the V-tool 
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'ig 12.41 A specially 
nade V-tool slipstrop. Keep 

If the V-tool ends up with the edge dipping at 
the apex, wavy, or In other ways unsuccessfully 
sharpened, one or two perpend~cular strokes 
of the Arkansas benchstone w ~ l l  cut the edge 
back and reveal the wh~te  hght from w h ~ c h  to 
start agam. 

Q Test the edge by cutting across softwood grain as 
before; strop inside and out (Fig 12.41) and 
carefully wipe the blade. 

THE KEEL 
Now tum the tool upside down to look at the keel; it 
should be a straight line, of course, but additionally 
it should be a smooth, narrow line, in line with the 
axis of the blade. If it is out of line, then the V-tool 
will tend to veer to one side like a supermarket shop- 
ping trolley. This fault is not common, but may arise 
from uneven wall thickness. A much more common 
problem, specific to some makers, is a keel which is 
more of a cone-shape: the point of the cone is at the 

cutting apex, but as you pass back from the apex 
rhe metal thickens. 

If you have a narrow keel, you can stop here and 
enjoy your carving. A conical keel, however, is defi- 
nitely a problem: its wedge-like shape causes the blade 
to rise up out of the cut because the radius of the cone 
is larger than that of the initial groove made by the 
apex of the V. Shallow cuts require no  more effort 

than with a narrow-keeled 'v-toil, hut it is much 
harder to sink the conical keel into the wood because 
it is continually resisting - especially if the metal is 
thick, or the tool is a large one. The following alter- 
ation should bring a very significant improvement: 

@ Look again at the conical keel. You will see that 
there is a pyramidal point on either side at the 
base of the cone, where the two side walls meet 
the keel. It is here that you need to remove 
metal equally on both sides (Fig 12.42). 

Q Place these poinm carefully on a coarse 
benchstone (or the side of the grindstone) and 
carefully remove metal, forming a facet at this 
point. You may find it easier to use the comer or 
side of the grinding wheel, like a knife. Aim to 
be neat. Get both sides the same, resulting in a 
parallel, narrow keel, bur stop short of the cutting 

edge, which is already sharp. 

@ Quite a lot of metal may need to be drawn back, 
after which you can merge the facet with the 
rest of the blade metal on either side. 

@ When you have removed the metal and 
reduced rhe cones to a narrow keel, check the 
cut in the wood. Smooth off the facets on the 
fine stones and make sure the keel is smooth 
and slightly rounded. Your V-tool should now 
be ready for use. 
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Do not allow 
the ground 

facets to  meet 
In the middle,. 
leave the keel 

a llnle over 
the w~dth of 
the V at its 

apex 

Underside of 
V-tool blade 

Grind symmetrically, retaining the axial line 

Fig 12.42 Correcting a 
conical keel: the feel and I 

cutting properties of the 
V-tool are greatly improwed 
by remowing the excess 
metal in the shaded area 

I 

I 

Macaroni tools are treated in similar fashion: regard not absolutely in the centre, it is still thrown towards 
them as three chisels joined at two corners which are the middle of the metal. The bent V-tool needs little 
very slightly rounded. A matching square-edged slip inside bevel. 
is needed to work the inside. The main problem comes in holding these tools so 

that you can present them to the benchstones cor- 
rectly. Hold the blade Like a pencil to form the main BENT CHISELS 
bevel (Fig 12.43). Work the reverse, or upper, bevel 

Sharpen the edges of bent square-end and skew tools by turning the tool over and using the end of the 
in the same way as the straight versions, but with a stone (Fig 12.44). Place the stone near the edge of 
main bevel in contact with the wood, and a smaller the bench so the tool handle hangs free of the bench 
bevel on the upper side. Although the cutting edge is surface. A little trial and error may be needed. 
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The faces to 
be ground off 
are centred on 

this polnt 
'where the 

planes of 
bevel, blade 

and keel mee 



1 THE PROCESS OF S H A R P E N I N G  

Fi, , . ". .."*. .. -. ..--. . "- held like a pencil 

Fig 12.44 Working the upper su$ace of a bent chisel 

GOUGES 

re- 

@ Grind the cutting edge straight and square, 
keeping the corners. Leave an even white line 
of at least Xnin (2mm), or less if no inside bevel 
is wanted. 

@ Make one or two perpendicular passes on the 
Arkansas stone to clean any jaggedness and 
smooth the whlte llne 

O Start by working the inside bevel with a coarse 
slipstone held at a shallow angle, working it 
evenly from comer to comer. Do not be afraid 
of working the inside bevel; aim to throw the 
cutting edge towards the centre of the blade. 

@ Shape the outside bevel on the grinding wheel. 

@ Position the coarse Carborundum benchstone 
side-on. Present the bevel flat and sharpen from Fig 12.45 Rotating the gouge from one end of the 
left to right while rotating the gouge (Fig 12.45), benchstone to the other. The  motion is then repeated in the 
as described on pages 184-7. The amount of opposite direction, without lifting the biade from the stone 
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rotation will depend on the sweep. Keep an eye @ Go now to the Arkansas benchstone and 
on the line of light, reducing its thickness to slipstones. Keeping the bevel flat, work the 

about Kin (Imm) (Fig 12.46) inside and outside bevels alternately, leaving 

any part of the edge which is thinner than the 
rest and specifically removing metal from the 
thicker parts. Occasionally push the edge into a 
piece of scrap wood to remove any wire edge. 

@ As the line starts to attenuate, alternate a few 
sharpening strokes with pushing the edge mto 
the wood. All the line should disappear more or 
less at the same time, leaving sharp comers and 

a straight edge (Fig 12.47). 

@ Cut some wood across the grain and see how 
the resulting cut appears. If there are scratches, 
look for tell-tale spots of light on the cutting 
edge and remove them with a slip or 

benchstone as appropriate 

@ When a clean, polished cut 1s produced, strop 
Fig U.46 An even and thin 11ne of lrght is d b l e  when the the ins~de (Fig 12.48) and outs~de and carefully 

tool IS held at the ?;ght angle wipe the blade. 

Fig 12.47 Features of a 
correctly sharpened gouge 
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Fig 12.48 Using the slipstrop: start firmly and push the snop out of the mouth of the tool, keeping it at the same angk. 
Raturn through the arr for a second forward stroke 

203 
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U-SHAPED GOUGES 

These are the veiners and flurers: deep flat-sided 
gouges (nos. 10 and 11). It is helpful to treat them 
partly as chisels and partly as gouges - a combination 
of approaches - while being careful to marry the 
effects of each (Fig 12.49). 

After squaring off the end and cleaning the white 
line on the Arkansas stone, grind one flat side, then 
the other, then the curve in between. Keep the bevels 
flat and the edge as a straight line. Sharpen on the 
benchstones in the usual order, turning the stone 
from a chisel (end-on) to gouge (side-on) orientation. 
The slipstone that is used for the inside curve can be 
slid up and down the sides also. 

Keep observing the white line of light, particularly 
at the juncture of the straight and curved sections, as 
these points can easily be over-sharpened and made 
to dip back. 

It is quite possible to sharpen U-shaped tools 
entirely like gouges, rotating them fully 180' at the 
wrist, but be careful not to lose the comers by over- 
rocating from the flat sides. 

LONGBENT AND SHORTBENT 
GOUGES 

Treat these tools in the same way as the parallel-sided 
gouges, but use the slipstones only to remove the burr 
from the inside edge (Fig 12.50), not to form an 
inside bevel - which is not a particular advantage 
here. Only a small part of the slipstone can be 
used; otherwise it will foul on the bend in the shank 
(Fig 12.51). 

Fig 12.50 Using a slip t 
edge of a frontbent gouge 

?we the burr on the 

g 12.49 U ges can be dealt with as if they F ie end of the slipst 

were a combinanun uj ~iilsel and gouge 

m be used with a 
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---L Straight edge 

__t_ 
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When stropping, only short strokes can be made, 
with the strop at the edge of the bench, if the outer 
bevel is to be kept flat. To make longer strokes you 
would have to lift the handle to clear the leather, 
which would roll the cutting edge. 

Fig 12.56 

Fig 12.54 A buckbent gouge can largely be sharpened by 
slipstoncng, cleanzng the outer bevel on the benchstone 

bevel to the stone (Fig 12.55), cleanup and continue 
to sharpen like a straight gouge. Keep the comers, 
and keep the outer bevel flat. 

Work as much in-cannel with the slipstones 
(Fig 12.56) as outside with the benchstones, reducing 
the white line of light until it disappears. The inner 
surface wants to merge smoothly with the cannel, 
without any distinct bevel. sharpen a backbent gouge 

Fig 12.55 The handle of 
the buckbent must be lower 
than the benchstone; bring 
the stone forward to the 
edge of the bench to allow 
fm thzs 
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TAPERED TOOLS 

Long and short-pod, spade, allongee or fishtail tools 
present no problems that are not encountered in the 
parallel-smded versions. As they tend to have l~ghter, 
th~nner  or more del~cate blades, it IS easler to over- 
gr~nd or over-sharpen them, so a little more care is 
needed, espec~ally on the comers. I would suggest you 
do not use the grindmg wheel at all, but start wmth the 
coarse benchstone and slipstones. The bevels tend to 
be longel, for delicate finlshmg cuts, and often merge 
Into the maln shank without a noticeable bevel. 

TESTING FOR 
SHARPNESS 

Running a close series of grooves side by s ~ d e  is an 
excellent test (Ftg 12.57). Assumlng the wood is 
good, the ridges left between the grooves should 
remain clean and Intact. If these rldges crumble or 
the edges of the cuts are tom; d the cuts contam 
scratch marks or ragged tra~ls; if the cuts are dull or 
the cuttlng seems unduly hard work for the wood - 
some more sharpen~ng 1s needed. 

Look at the llne of light, with a magn~fylng glass 
if necessary, for telltale spots of white. 

Look at the profile of the bevel itself to see if it is 
rounded or 'rolled'. 

MAINTAINING 
SHARPNESS 

There must be something of the cavalmer In carvers 
who evaluate, or demonstrate, the sharpness of a You could look at thls the ocher way and ask: why do 
woodcarvmng tool by shav~ng ham from the back of edges lose their sharpness? Gwen good-quality steel 
t he~ r  forearm, or nicking the~r  na~ls. Presumably they and tempering, there are several reasons: 
scythe through a lot of body hamr when a large num- 

Most beg~nners wait too long before br~ghrenlng 
ber of tools need sharpenmng. 

the cut of their carving tools, and rhereby make At the end of the day it is wood that is hemg 
more work for themselves than need be. carved - and very different types of wood - so it makes 

more sense to test the cuttlng quality on spare pleces Tools can suffer from poor cuttlng rechn~que 
of wood put as~de for thls purpose. 

Sl~clng across the gram wlth a sharp edge wlll 
They may be scored badly. 

leave a clean, pollshed cut withno scratch marks; the There is also the effect of the wood being carved. 
tool w~ll  cut at a low presentation angle and move 
easlly - it may even make a happy 'ssssp' nomse. Here are some guidelines to help keep tools sharp. 

- 

r t g  12.57 Runn~ng grooves together m medium-denszty carving wood a a good way to check the sharpness of the edge 
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Never let woodcarving tools get into a really 

dull state - strop them as soon as loss of keenness 
is felt. 

Keep the strops on the bench, in their correct 

place, along with the working tools. 

Get into the habit of stropping the tools 

regularly. The tools become polished and bright, 
and this in itself eases them though the wood. 

Strop correctly, keeping the bevel flat and not 

rolling the edge. 

Stropping a blade over a period of time gives rise tu 

another effect which you need to be aware of. The 
leather of a benchstrop is only firm, not rigid like the 
oilstones. It 'gives' under the bevel moving along it, 
curling back to shape when the edge has passed. This 
flexing of the strop tends to roll the edge and round 
over the bevel (Fig 12.58). However, as the cut of the 
strop is very fine, the effect is only noticeable after a 
prolonged period of stropping. Even then, this round- 
ing is not so easily seen, as the bevel becomes highly 
polished (Fig 12.59). It may escape a carver's notice 

Fig 12.58 After a 
szrbstantial amount of 

stropping, the bevel staru 
to become rolled, because 
even hard leather flexes 

before and after the edge is 
passed over it. A power 
honing wheel may produce 
a similar effect, and more 
quickly 

that the tool is gradually becoming harder work, 0~ 
the cutting angle a little steeper - the effects of a 
rounded bevel. I find I notice the effect after not 
using a tool for a while. There is a sense of having less 
control of the tool; I then take a look at the flatness 
of the bevel. 

When a gouge has been used for some time and 
stropped regularly to keep it keen, try setting the 
bevel flat on the Arkansas stone, at the original 
angle, and making a small, sideways movement. The 

Fig 12.59 The curved refiction on this highly pobshed 
su$ace is a clue that the bevel has become rounded 
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If a gouge gets buried in the wood, try gently 
moving the tool from side to slde - along the 
cuttlng edge, not agalmt it. Thls IS not a good 
Idea w ~ t h  qurck gouges. If such gentle persuasron 
does not work, another tool is needed to 
carefully remove wood from the sides of the 
embedded gouge. 

U-shaped gouges are vulnerable to cracking when 
they are forced too deeply into wood. Pressure on 
the bevels squeezes the two s~des together. Never 
comoel these veiners or fluters to cut too much. 
or too deeply, at once 

r ~ g  12.60 The 'candle' effect: a f in$ rim ofpol~hed metal 
towards the edge. The duller, honed surface cTeeps towards n 
as the bewe1 is f7attened The comers and stra~ghmss of the STORAGE AND CARE 
cutnng edge eurll need checkzng owe7 too 

Care is largely a matter of habit, Start wlth good- 
quality tools, then: 

appearance of a dull point of abrasion in the middle 
of the bevel, contrasting with the highly polished Avoid damaging the edges, by using the bench 
metal, indicates the bevel is rounded. A chisel can be discipline suggested in Chapter 7 (pages 11 1-13). 
tested sim~larly. 

Resharpen the blade m the normal way and you 
will see that the initial dull point of abrasion becomes 
a line; ~t then qu~ckly spreads over the shlny bevel 
towards the heel and the edge as the bevel flattens. 
Eventually there 1s only a rim of shmy metal at the 
very edge whtch has not, as yet, touched the stone 
Thls brlght margln 1s traditionally called the candle 
(Fig 12.60). Do not be tempted to llit the handle to 
get rid of it quickly, but carry on with the bevel flat. 
Stop when the candle 1s put out, but be careful not to 
over-sharpen. Beg~n the cycle of stropping agam. 

Tools also become blunt and damaged as much 
through bad carvlng pxactlce as falling to strop. Tools 
should be used to cut the wood properly - prislng or 
leverlng 1s not cuttmg, and wlll only damage the edge 
of the blade. 

Suggest~ons for careful storage are made in 
Chapter 7 (pages 107-10). Check the edges 
before puttrng the tools away rn the cond~tlon 
you would ideally wish to find them in 
(Fig 12.61). 

Some carvers, when they get to the fin~shhmg 
stages of a carvmng, have a session of checkrng 
every edge for perfect sharpness and touch~ng up 

Do not drag the cuttlng edge across the wood, 
but enter and leave the cut cleanly. 

Do not use the blade to lever or prlse wood 
chrps away. Cut the tool In, cut it through and 

I 
Fig 12.61 The notch m the edge of this gouge shouId be 

cut it out. dealt wtth before putnng it away 
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any scratch marks they may have let ride in the Understandably, they want to get into the wood 

rough stages of carving. Odd scratch marks may straight away, without having to sharpen the tools 

be acceptable where a surface will he sanded or first. Tools catering for this market are available today. 

overcut to finish. but not where the naked cuts At best. their bevels are set at what seems to be a 

are left to be seen. good average angle, but in some cases the angle might 
just be what the operative felt like that Friday after- 

EFFECT OF THE WOOD BEING noon; 'ready sharpened' most often means the simple 

CARVED expedient of polishing in a secondary (micro-) bevel. 
They may be sharpened by an automatic process or 

Some woods (such as teak and some mahoganies) with some degree of hand skill, but they never have 

contain calcium deposits that dull edges. If this is inner bevels and are most often shiny and polished. 
happening, there is nothing to do but carry on 
and have a final sharpening session before 
making the finishing cuts. 

Particles of abrasive remaining in a sanded , 
surface will also take the keenness off an  edge, so 

avoid sanding parts that will be carved later. This 
applies especially to carving turned work, most of 
which is sanded on the lathe. 

Remember that different woods require different 

strengths of bevel. If a cutting edge is tending to 
break up, it probably means the bevel is too long. 

In my experience, however, there is an  intrinsic 
problem with these ready-sharpened tools. It is not 
a matter of the steel, the tempering or the overall 
shaping of the tool - all of which may be excellent - 
hut the strength of the edge left by the sharpening 
process itself. 

Certainly a pre-sharpened edge looks sharp - but 
start carving and it will be noticed that the initial, 
shiny cut quickly breaks down to leave trails of 
scratches. When a blade is shaqened on grinding 
and buffing wheels which drag the metal forwards - 
away from the cutting edge - a microscopic feather- 
ing of the crystal edge is produced. This is weaker, 
or less suooorted. than mzhen the metal has been 

2 L 

Pm- S HAWE NED TOOLS drawn back from the edge - towards the handle - or 
sharpened across it (see Fig 12.1). After a short while - 
the cut surface is left with lots of little scratches, 

Most carving tools are bought by the increasing num- which is entirely unsatisfactory for a finish straight 
hers of people wishing to carve as a leisure activity. from the edge. 

Magnify~ng 
glass 

Kitchen Hanging 
roll rags 

Grinding 
wheel 

Water 

Flexible or 
adjuitable 

I 
Box for slipstones 

I 11 
Coarse benchstone Arkansas benchstone 

n Strop 1 Fig 12.62 A possible 
arrangement for a 
sharpening area 
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Once these tools have been resharpened, using the 
normal honmng methods, the problem vanishes and 
the qual~ty of the tool can show itself. So thts is a 
pornt to bear in mrnd d you are coming new to wood- 
carving: by all means start w ~ t h  a pre-sharpened 
edge, but make it your busrness to find out how to 
sharpen and maintam the edges properly, rather than 
just expediently. 

THE SHARPENING AREA 

Ttme spent on sharpening is never wasted, but con- 
tnbutes directly to the quality of the woodcamng 
as well as the enjoyment of carvtng itself. Wa+s and 
routines of keep~ng carving tools keen are worth 
cultivating. If there IS room m the workplace, rhere 
are many benefits in setting up a permanent area near 
the bench specifically for sharpentng woodcarving 
tools, The area set aside need not be very large: just 
enough room to work comfortably and leave impor- 
tant items for sharpening ready to hand. The space 
warrants good lighting, perhaps its own adjustable 
Lght. The grmnder, wmth its cooling water, can be part 
of the arrangement, or nearby and qulckly accessible. 
The benchstones can be laid out next to the oil; 
slrpstones convenrently placed; and 011, stropprng 
paste, lutchen paper and rags handy (Fig 12.62). 
Strops are normally kept on the carving bench next 
to the working tools. 

Another optlon is a pull-out drawer or ledge - 
perhaps fitted to the bench - m whlch the shafpening 
stones are ~laced. This is not such a good arrange- 
ment, as wood chips and dust will always find the11 
way mn. 

Havtng the sharpening and carvmng areas separate 
helps keep dust and wood ch~ps from one, and or1 and 
dirt from the other. Instead of getting out the bench- 
stones each time they are needed, they are simply 
waiting to be turned ro. 

Make the sharpening area pleasant; see it as part of 
your whole work, and keep it clean. The idea is to 
make the means of sharpenrng woodcarving tools so 
easy that sharpening becomes no bother whatsoever- 
and carving itself benefits. 

One aim of thrs chapter has been to instml 
self-reliance by providing a repertoire of 
techn~ques to  deal with all shapes and 
srares of carving tools, endling them to be 
turned into exactly what you need to 
achieve the best work. 

In this chapter and the preceding ones we 
looked at some hdamental ideas about 
'sharpness'; what features contrrbute to this 
end; the necessary equipment and its 
colrect use; how to  go about sharpening 
tools in detail; and, finally, how to retain 
sharpness. 

I t  was po~nted out that skarpening is a 
precise sktll but well withtn the 
capabilities of someone who has the 
manual dexizrlty and the desire to came m 
the fizsr place. With the correct approach, 
the skills of sharpening woodcarving tools 
can be developed rapidly to an almost 
mttnctual level. 

L~ke any skill worth acqu~ring, it does take 
practice. It often involves learning by 
mistakes and by trying to improve the 
ped~mance of a tool every ume it needs 
sharpening or touchrng up. It is not that 
you cannot came until you have p&cted 
the skill of skarpemng, but by aIways 
seeking to  improve, do~ng the best you can 
and trylng for a little better nexr time, the 

will soon become second natare. 

'The sharpening practices of indiv~dml 
carver5 vary, with 'grey' areas where 
o p ~ i o m  differ. What matters m the 
experience any carver is having of the way 
a carving .tool is cutcing, and how tbis fits 
with the actual cawing pzocess, Both the 
final cming and the process of achieving 
it matter to the carver. 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

ALTE RNATIVE 
SHARPENING STONES 

To describe and asess the other main types of I 
sharpen~ng stone currently available for use Instead I 
of or m combination with traditional oilstones d 

There are three types of sharpening stone which are cheaper than natural ones, and of consistent quality. 
readily available and may be considered as altema- Understanding how these stones work will help you: 
tives to the Arkansas-based oilstone set-up described to appreciate why they are known for their remark- 
in the previous chapters. They are: ably fast cut but quick wear, and how they must be. 

waterstones used and looked after. 

diamond stones 

ceramic stones. 

WATERSTONES 

Waterstones have been steadily gaining popularity i 
with general woodworkers as an alternative to other ~ I 

benchstones since the 1980s. Many such woodworkers I 
i 

naturally wonder whether the ones they have are i 

suitable for a new interest in woodcarving. I 

Waterstones have the appearance of smooth i 
bricks, and this is essentially what they are: bricks or 

blocks of quick-cutting abrasive, employed in a wash 
of water (Fig 13.1). Originally a natural stone from 1. 
Japan was used, but the readily available waterstones Fig 13.1 A basic set of waterstones: a combination st, 
of today are predominately synthetic (and still lying on a polishing stone (mounted on a plastic base), and 
Japanese). Modem synthetic waterstones are strikingly some water slipstones 



All sharpenrng stones (wrth the exceptron of ceramlc 

stones, see pages 2 2 2 4 )  conslst of sharp abras~ve par- 
ticles or crystals, which do the cutting, and another 
substance which bonds these particles together. In  

the case of waterstones, the bonding matter is soft 
and friable; it breaks down as the steel blade rubs over 
it. The outcome is twofold: firstly, new, and sharp, 
abrasive panicles are constantly appearing at the sur- 
face as old material sloughs away; and, secondly, the 
surface erodes quickly. 

An opposite scenario would be a very resistant 
bond, as in polycrystalline diamond and ceramic 

stones. In this case the abrasive particles would not 
be replaced at the surface and would eventually dull - 
although this inight take a very long time- causing the 
stone to lose its cutting properties. 

All stones offer a balance between these two prop- 

erties of sharpness and durability. Waterstones have a 
soft binding and constantly present fresh abrasive 
particles. In effect, the sharpness of the stone never 
slows down because the abrasive particles never have 
a chance to become dull. Hence the fast, and main- 
tained, speed of sharpening - and the need to have 
water sloshing around to remove the debris and 
expose new 'teeth'. 

When you sharpen with a waterstone you see a 
rapid build-up of slurry; this needs washing away reg- 
ularly. Indeed, these stones need so much water that 
some are actually kept in it. 

Waterstones erode quickly: narrow or small carving 
tools can rapidly create grooves in the surface. This is 
not a small problem. A flat bevel requires a flat sharp- 
ening surface with which to work. However, as these 
stones are quite broad, there's a lot of surface to play 
with before you need to flatten them and, since the 
stones are soft, flattening is a much quicker process 
than with oilstones such as Arkansas. 

There are several firms producing waterstones, which 
fall into two categories: 

VITREOUS BONDED WATERSTONES 
These make up the coarser grits of stone: 250-1200 
grit. The particles (often silicon carbide) are first 

sieved and graded like sandpaper, then bonded in 
a clay matrix; the resulting block is open-pored 
and friable. Such stones are usually left in water ready 
for use. 

The 250 grit is a coarse stone, roughly equivalent 

to a medium Carhorundum stone, but-cutting 
much faster. 

The 800 grit is called a 'medium' stone, relative 

to the coarse 250; it is equivalent to a Washita or 

softer Arkansas stone. 

The 1200 grit is finer again - comparable to a 

white Arkansas - but not fine enough for a 
cutting edge which can produce a polished finish. 

RESIN-BONDED WATERSTONES 
These are classified as 'fine' or polishing stones: 
4000-8000 grit. They are much harder than the 

vitreous bonded stones. 
Extremely fine particles of aluminium oxide are 

separated by forced air, bonded in resin and mounted 
on a base. Being less porous, these stones are not 
usually immersed and only need a sprinkle of water to 
flush the debris away. 

There is quite a jump in grits from 1200 to 4000. 
A translucent Arkansas would be somewhere in the 
region of 4000, so the 6000-grit waterstone is 
approaching the very fine black Arkansas which, to 
my mind, cuts too slowly to be of much use. However, 
grit comparison is a teacherous area: the cutting 'feel' 
of these stones is quite different from that of Arkansas 
stones. Some carvers do continue with the 6000, after 
which no  stropping should be needed. 

Some combination stones are available: 250 with 
1200, for example. Waterstones tend to be full size, a t  
least 8in (200mm) long, and they are available at an 
extra-wide 25in (64mm); this size is designed for 
plane irons, but may be attractive to carvers for the 
amount of surface which can be used before the stone 
needs to be flattened. 

At the moment, water slipstones come in limited, 
larger sizes and a sporadic range of grits. However, 
they are becoming more readily obtainable, and in a 
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I wider range of profiles, as manufacturers begin to 
I , +; appreciate the needs of woodcarvers. Study different 

tool suppliers' catalogues to see what is available. You 
may well need a few oil-based or other slipstones 

I 
to create inside bevels on smaller tools, or you may 

prefer to use the waterstones just to finish off. 
Water slipstones must be kept in (and used with) 

water in the manner of water benchstones. 
Because the slips are as quick-wearing as other 

waterstones - and have delicate comers and edges - 
creating and keeping a fine angle for the inside of the 
V-tool is deft work. O n  the other hand, the softness 

I 

of the waterstone material makes it readily possible to 
I shape slipstones to suit a particular cannel, using files, 

wet-and-dry paper or diamond stones. 

A STARTER KIT 

The w~dest benchstone glves you plenty of surface 
w ~ t h  w h ~ c h  to sharpen smaller carving tools before 
you need to flatten the stone Synthetic stones are 
excellent. Probably the best for the newcomer IS 

to try 

250/1000 grit combination stone to do most 

of the shaping (these tend to be narrower, at 
2in/50mm) 

6000 grit for finishing. 

This would give you a good range of grits to play with. 
If you find you like using waterstones, then move 

on to full-sized, single-grit stones, which can be used 
on both sides before the need to flatten becomes 
unavoidable. 

You will also need: 

a water trough, bucket or tub, such as a plast~c 

food contamer, to store the waterstones 
(some films make special trough and holder 
comb~nat~ons or 'ponds' that are well worth 
considermg) 

a squeezable bottle for rinsing the stones as you 

use them 

a means of periodically flattening their surfaces 

CARE AND MNNTENANCE 

There are two aspects of waterstones that need to be 
considered in detail: 

STORAGE 
Stones below 1200 grit should be kept immersed in 

water, or at least soaked for a couple of hours before 
you use them. Indeed, when you buy a new water- 
stone you should leave it soaking overnight to 
prime it. It  is not essential to immerse the stone fully; 
capillarj~ action will keep the material saturated. 

I t  is also not necessary - and usually not recom- 
mended - to immerse the polishing stones (6000, 
grit and upwards) in water. You can leave the harder 
polishing stones upside down in a shallow container, 
of water, leaving any mounting block or base clear. 
Being harder and far less porous than the coarser 
stones, just a sprinkle or squirt of water is all that is 
needed to remove the working slurry. 

Slipstones are stored in similar fashion. 
Many users just dump all their stones upright in a 

bucket or a lidded plastic tub, and take them out for 
use; but do bear in mind that these stones are brittle, 
so be careful not to bump them against each other: 
you will easily knock bits off. 

If the base comes away from the harder stones, 
allow both parts to dry and refix with mastic or caulk. 

Lastly, never allow the water in which they are 
stored to freeze. The freezing water will expand within 
the stone and crack it. And don't be tempted by 
antifreeze, which can dissolve the binding resins in 

the stone. 

FLATTENING WORN STONES 
This is your principal maintenance work. It is needtd 
far more often than with oilstones, but is done in sim- 

non-slip carpet underlay, towelling or rubber to ilar fashion and a lot quicker. Try to do it before it 

grip the stones, if you are not using a holder; the becomes a major problem - say, when there is a dip of 
stone is placed on a little 'mat' of such material no more than !&in (1.5mm). 
on a plastic tray, or partially immersed in a Don't think of it as a chore. Use those moments, 

shallow trough when you leave your carving for a break, reflective, 
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thought, or to brew up. Have whatever flattening 
system you use readily to hand. Resurfacing is actually 
quite a quick operation once you get the hang of it. 

You can flatten astone either wet or dry. However, 
flattening dry is a dusty process. 

You can buy special flattening stones with an alu- 
mina titanium coating of about 100 grit, but there are 
many alternative stones which will do this job very 
well and quite quickly: for example, diamond lapping 
plates or benchstones, even another waterstone. Use 

plenty of water to keep clearing away the slurry. 
A simple alternative is to stick wet-and-dry silicon- 

carbide abrasive paper to a sheet of thick glass and rub 
the stone in a wash of water. Match the abrasive - a t  
least for the final finishing off - to the grit of the 
stone: 120 grit for the coarsest stone, 220 for the 

middle range and 400 for the polishing stones. 
You can use files, benchstones and abrasive paper 

to reshape water slipstones. 

It's a matter of minlmlzing the mess. Because of the 
amount of water needed, and the ease with wh~ch 
water migrates, you had best keep the waterstone s k @ -  
@nmg area well away f ~ o m  where you are carpizng So you 
will need a place to keep the stones - say a l~dded 
plastic tub a n d  a place to do the sharpening. 

The sharpening surface may be the lid of the tub 
itself; a tray, or similar; or a shallower plastic tub that 
allows the stone to sit partially immersed in water, 
which you then wash over with your fingers or the 

blade to rinse off the slurry. 
You will need your plastic bottle, or similar. 

Include your flattening system in your layout, ready 

to use when needed. Keep towels, paper or othenvise, 
alwavs to hand. 

USING WATERSTONES 

The sharpening positions and orlentations are the 
same as you would adopt wlth any benchstone. 

@ Take whichever benchstone you need from the 
water where it is stored Place the stone on the 
plece of non-sl~p rubber or carpet underlay, or In 

a waterstone holder that is sltting on its tray. If 
you don't have these, several layers of kltchen 
paper w~ l l  do. 

Q Use the stone as you would an o~lstone. Try to 
make use of the whole surface as much as 
possible, to inmlmize the creation of grooves - 
flat bevels need flat surfaces 

Q Rinse the slurry from the waterstone as soon as 
r t  bu~lds up to the polnt where it is startlng to 
cover the cutting edge, e~ther w ~ t b  a wash from 
the surrounding water or w ~ t h  a squirt from your 
plast~c bottle. This helps reveal the new, shalp 
cutting crystals 

@ When you are ready to move on to a finer 
stone, ease off the pressure on the blade and 
work more w ~ t h  the slurry. This meails less 
abrasive working on the metal, wh~ch results m 
a smoother bevel surface and less work on the 
subsequent, finer-gr~t stone. 

@ Return the stones to store when you have 
finished with them. 

@ If you stop at the 1200 grlt, then you w~l l  need 
an aggressive strop paste (or a power strop) to 
achteve that final keen edge necessary for 
leaving work straight from the chisel. 

PROS AND CONS OF 
WATERSTONES 

I confess to having been a little unhappy with water- 
stones in the past. I disliked having to keep them 
soaking in readiness, and preferred not to have water 
anywhere near the steel of my carving tools anyway 
(I feel that oil is actually 'good for them'). The 
unavailability of smaller slipstones, and intermediate 
grit sizes, may be an inconvenience. Also, waterstones 
wear quickly, and flattening them can be messy. 
However, if you have them already, then you will 
~ r o b a b l ~  have come to terms with these aspects, and 
with the balance between fast cutting and fast wear. 

On the positive side, compared with Arkansas 
stones, waterstones (at least the synthetic ones) 
are inexpensive and very consistent in structure. 
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The rinsing fluid is cheap, clean and easily available. 
Waterstones cut quickly - in fact they are famed 
for their speed advantage over oilstones - and you 
can successfully sharpen carving tools to an appropri- 
ate cutting edge using only the 1200 grit and a 

good strop. 
As with all sharpening systems, you must find a 

pattern of using and maintaining them which suits 
both you and your carving tools. 

DIAMOND STONES 

Diamond is, quite simply, the hardest of all mateyials. 
It will cut any type of steel - high-carbon, tungsten, 

carbide, vanadium, whatever - and it will also cut any 
other sharpening stone for the purposes of flattening 

A completely different process, developed by 

General Electric, grows a monocrystalline 
diamond. 

Poly- and monocrystalline diamonds have quite dis- 

tinct properties and, thus, uses. 
Both types of diamond are graded by particle size, 

or grit, in a similar way to other abrasives. These 
abrasive panicles must be held together in a matrix 
with another bonding substance to make bench- 
stones or plates. Different manufacturers supply 
different ranges of grit; some specialize in one type 
of diamond or the other. Although monocrystalline 
diamond is generally seen as the best option, both 
types of diamond are used, in a bonded form, for 
sharpening stones. 

or reshaping. , ~ .. 
A lot of poor-quality diamond, called bort, is pro- MONOCRYSTALLINE DIAMONDS 

duced by the mining of gemstone diamonds. For a ('MONO-DLAMOND') 

long time bort has found industrial uses in cutting This type of diamond crystal is more like a natural 

wheels, for example, but it has always been expensive. diamond than the polycrystalline: single and uniform 

Over the last 30 years or so, two processes have been in Structure, it does not break or fracture easily. 

develooed to creare diamonds, at more Monocrystalline diamonds are more expensive, and 

accessible cost: are the commonest type for sharpening stones. 
Monocrystalline diamonds of a uniform size (grit) 

The Du Pont process imitates the tremendous are permanently bonded into perforations in a 
heat and pressure of nature to create a nickel plate, leaving about one third of the abrasive 
polycrystalliie diamond. exposed (Fig 13.2). In turn this nickel plate is backed 

Fig 13.2 A 
monocrystalline diamond 
benchstone mounted on its 

s tand 
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by a steel one, and finally moulded to a glass-fibre 
p~l~carbonate. The result is very strong; the whole 
unit is virtually unbreakable. 

Benchstones are conventionally shaped, but with 
the diamond abrasive residing in a pattern of 'islands' 
which you can easily feel if you run your fingers over 
the surface (Fig 13.3). The debris from sharpening 
ends up in the spaces between these projecting 
islands, which eliminates the possibility of clogging. 
The downside is that the sharpening of small or 
narrow tools is difficult and, in some instances, may 
be impossible: the narrow edges snag and bump over 
the islands. 

The principal manufacturer is DMT (Diamond 
'Machining Technology), who offer 4 grits, with a 
colour coding: 

* Exera-coarse (black): 220 grit, roughly equivalent 
to a medium-grit oilstone 

e Coarre (blue): 325 grit, similar to a fine 

oilstone 

In general, diamonds are much quicker-cutting than 
the equivalent oilstone; but the finest grit does not 
approach my benchmark of the translucent Arkansas 
stone (around 4000 grit). 

Benchstone sizes tend to be larger than common 
oilstones, and they are used dqr or with a wash 

of water. 

POLYCRYSTALLINE DIAMONDS 
('POLY-DIAMOND') 
The diamond crystal in this case is multifaceted - 
more like fused clusters of tiny diamonds - and 
tends to fracture easily into finer abrasive particles. 
In fracturing, new cutting facets are revealed. As the 
bonding agent is hard (unlike waterstones), these 
crystals do develop a less aggressive cut with time. 

Polycrystalline diamonds are mostly used in lap- 
ping compounds, and are made into lapping plates 
used for flattening other stones. However, these 
lapping plates are also marketed as sharpening aids 
for woodworkers, and are sometimes described as 
'honing stones'. I intend to use the term benchplates 

Fine (red): 600 grit, similar to a coarse Washita 
to differentiate the flat, uniform, plate-like shape 

or soft white Arkansas stone 
in which these polycrystalline diamonds are set (Fig 

@ Extra-fine (green): 1200 grit, similar to hard 13.4) from the deeper, more conventional-looking 
I 

white Arkansas or the equivalent Japanese benchstone, with its islands of monocrystalline 

waterstone: diamond, just described. 

Fig 13.3 A close-up of 
& dramond benchstone 
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Fig 13.4 Polynystalline diamond benchplates with 

Benchplates or lapping plates are generally wider and 
longer than benchstones. In them, polycrystalline 
diamonds are nickel-bonded to a precision-ground 
steel backing plate (Fig 13.5). There are a lot more 
diamonds per square inch than in the monocrys- 
talline type, and the working 'feel' and properties are 
different. For one thing, polycrystalline diamonds 

their protective leather pouches 

break down to reveal new cutting facets. A new plate 
will wear in ('run in') from an initial forceful cut to a 
working level that remains more or less steady 
through its useful life. Eventually the cutting action 
dulls as the diamonds are worn away and the backing 
plate is reached. They cannot, of course, be 'fresh- 

ened' by lapping. Nevertheless, given careful use, 
these diamond plates will still last a long time. 

Fig 13.5 Close-up of a polycrystulline diamond su&ce 
showing the tiny cutting crystals 

- 
Eze-Lap is the principal manufacturer, offering 

tfiree grits: 

Medium: 270 grit, similar to a fine oilstone 

Fine: 600 grit, similar to a coarse Washita or soft 

white Arkansas stone 

Extra-fine: 1200 grit, similar to a medium-grit 
oilstone. 

Again, the 1200 is not good enough, to my mind, 
for sharpening a carving tool to an edge that will 
leave polished facets straight from the cut. Further 
work will be needed, and t h ~ s  can be done with a 
good strop. 
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Fig 13.6 A set of conical 

diamond slipstones 

DIAMOND SLIPSTONES 

The 'island' style of monocrystalline diamond setting 
does not suit curved surfaces or sharp angles such 
as are found on slipstones, so the appearance of all 
diamond slipstones is smooth, more like that of the 
benchplate or lapping plate. 

Instead of the usual parallel-sided profiles, dia- 
mond slipstones are made in conical shapes. 
Although called 'cones', they are really half-cones, 
@lit longitudinally; I'll use the terms synonymously 
here. Small holes at each end allow the half-cones to 
be pinned to a board. A set of three fine (600-grit) 
cones is available (Fig 13.6) If you intend to use dia- 
mond stones alone, then you will need this collection 
to deal with a wide range of carving tools. Some nar- 
tow cones sold as 'knife sharpeners' come in coarse, 

'fine and extra-fine grits; small 'files' are also available. 

leave surfaces straight from the chisel, it is not fine 
enough (the translucent Arkansas is around 4000), so 

further work is needed. The best plan I have found is 
to couple this stone with a strop and aggressive paste, 
or a power hone (power strop), which will produce 
the edge you need quite quickly (the same applies to 
ceramic stones). Buc do remember to keep the bevel 
flat and bear in mind all the other general points 
about sharpening. 

Coarser stones will be suitable for the preliminary 
shaping of bevels. Fine (600-grit) conical slipstones 
are quick-cutting, and the set is worth having if you 
intend working with diamond. 

Remember, one of the additional and valuable 
uses you have from these stones is the rapid flatten- 

ing, dressing or freshening of other stones. Indeed, 
some. carvers have diamond stones in their kits just 
for this purpose. 

WHICH STONES TO USE CARE AND MAINTENANCE 

'Whether benchstones or plates, the broadest and The construction of diamond benchstones and plates 
. .. 
'bngest will be the most useful option in the long run. makes them vieually indestructible, except that the 

The 1200 is the finest grit available, so this must steel content, not being stainless, is subject to rust. As 

be your finishing stone; but, really, if you want to water may be used to lay the dust, there is the risk of 
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rust spotting with prolonged contact. Thls does not 
really affect their sharpening properties, but one con- 
sequence is that any guarantee you have with the 
manufacturers will be invalidated if rust is present, as 
the stones or plates will be deemed to have been mis- 
used. So, when you have finished with a diamond 
benchstone or plate: 

Rinse (scmb out) the debris under a tap. 

Dry it well. 

Store it in a dry place. 

You can freshen the appearance of diamond bench- 
stones by rubbing with a plastic eraser (one you don't 

mind having a little shorter). 
The surface plate around the diamond in the 

monocrystalline diamond 'islands' is nickel. This will 
be softer than the steel of the carving tool you want 
to sharpen. Take care that small tools, or those with 
sharp points, do not cut the nickel. This is an added 
reason why sharpening small tools is tricky. 

To help minimize the wear on a polycrystalline 

benchplate: 

Don't use them for heavy metal removal, or drag 

the edge along with the tool vertical to square it 
off. Use the grinder instead. 

Don't press down too hard, particularly with 

narrow blades. 

Spread the work around the  late; keep the 

centre for wider blades and the outer areas for 
narrow ones. 

Diamond benchstones and plates take their place in 
your sharpening routine as any other benchstone. 
Tack the conical slipstones in a row to a board. 
Pinched-off panel pins beneath this board, as before, 
allow you to tum it around to approach the cones 
from either direction. 

If you choose to use the stones wet - and I do 
recommend this - then you will need a squeezable 
bottle of water to hand; and keep some paper towels 
for mopping and cleaning up. 

If you sharpen with the diamond stones dry, the 
debris collects around the pores of plates or between 

the 'islands' in benchstones. This fine dust from 
sharpening tends to get on your hands and migrate to 
your carving. Wipe it off regularly and newer blow the 
dust away - it might get in your eyes. I prefer using 
these stones with water, from a plastic bottle or flower 
mister. This eliminates migrating dust and gives a 
slightly sharper cut. 

Not everyone likes the bumpy feeling as the blade 
passes over the little islands in the monocrystalline 
benchstones, but this is a matter of experience and 
you canget used to it. Polycrystalline benchplates feel 
more like a normal oilstone of the equivalent grit, but 
somewhat sharper. 

WORKING WITH THE CONICAL 
SLIPSTONES 
A conical shape - and you can find this shape 
in oil slipstones as well - will deal with quite a 
range of cannels. The trick is to select that section 
of the cone that is suitable for a particular inside 
bevel. If you concentrate on a part of the cone 
that is too narrow, you run the risk of creating a 
groove or thin spot in the cutting edge. On the 
other hand, pick a part of the cone that is too 

wide and you are in danger of losing the comers of 
the edge. Getting the right balance takes a little 
practice, and the method I use with these half- 
cones is somewhat different from the conventional 
slipstones: 

@ Have the half-cones fixed to a sharpen~ng board 
- ~t 1s Important they don't move. Keep a llttle 
pot of water next to it. 

Q Orientate the cones end-on. I prefer the narrow 
end towards me, but try both ways. 

Q Dip the tip of your gouge in the water, 

Place the inside curve of the gouge (the cannel) 
on that part of the cone's surface which you 
estimate is hayway between the point where the 
width of the stone is too wide and the point 
where it is too narrow. 
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@ Rub the gouge back and forth a little. You w ~ l l  
see a black line of water on the cone; this is 
metal debris from the cutting action of the 

diamonds (Fig 13.7). 

Q Look at the gouge and you will see scratch 
marks where metal has been abraded. You may 
need to adjust the angle at which you are 
offering the blade to the cone to get the right 
degree of inside bevel. 

i@ Dip the blade again and, back at the cone, 
extend your black line both ways along the 

cone. It will also broaden. At some point 
you will see the sides of the black line 
approaching the tool comers; you have now 
reached the widest point and should go no 
further (Fig 13.8). 

@ Keep looking at the black water on the cone 
and checking the scratch marks in-cannel. You 
will see that the cone produces a beautifully 
smooth inner bevel quite quickly. 

@ With flatter gouges, work across the blade as 
well as backwards and fonuards. If you skew the 
angle of presentation to the cone, you will - 
cover a broader surface. 

These diamond cones are excellent for getting a good, 
uniform amount of inside bevel to a gouge, whatever 

other stones you go on to sharpen the gouge with. 

STROPPING 
To get the final edge with either type of diamond 
stone, more work w ~ t h  a finer abrasive is needed. The 
best way I have found is either to use conventional 
stropping with an aggressive dressing, or a hard buff- 

ing wheel (see page 229). 

Fig 13.7 Start in the middle of the sweee, gaugini: where 
you are fiom the trail of biack metal debris in  the water on  

PROS AND CONS OF DIAMOND 
STONES 

the cone suqfuce 
All diamond stones are fast-cutting - faster than oil- 
stones of the same grit - because of the aggressive 
arrangement of the crystals. However, the grits that 
in my opinion are needed to give a final cutting edge 
to woodcarving tools are missing. This is not a problem 
for normal woodworking, where the cut surfaces will 
be sanded or concealed inside joints; but for carving 
you need to hone (polish) the inside and outside 
bevels, and the cutting edge, further with a good strop 
or honing wheel to get that keenest quality. 

Diamond stones are long-lasting but will wear out. 
The average individual carver (as opposed to a class, 
say) should get many years of good service. Of course 
diamonds are the one kind that cannot be re-dressed, 
or refreshed, by lapping. 

Fig 13.8 G o  no  hrther than the width of the edge, or you However, one good use for any diamond bench- 

will lose the comers stone or plate is thii very process of lapping: flattening 
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another stone by rubbing it to and fro on the diamond 
surface. If this is all you want your diamond stone for, 
then a coarse stone is best; the finer ones will still do 
the job well, albeit slower. 

Diamond stones are well over twice the cost of 
coarse oilstones and ceramic stones, but still a lot less 
than the translucent Arkansas. 

The bumpy surface caused by the 'islands' in the 
benchstones does put some people off, and makes it 
very difficult to sharpen small gouges. In fact, my 

impression is that these stones are more suitable for 
carvers using large gouges, perhaps for sculpture and 
larger, less detailed work. 

C E M I C  STONES' 

Ceramic stones are, in effect, made in high-tech vol- 
canoes. Alumina particles (synthetic sapphires) are 
mixed with a ceramic bonding agent and vitrified in 
kilns under high pressure at  around 1,650°C 
(2,67Z°F), the firing taking as long as three days. The 

result is a uniform, monolithic structure (Fig 13.9), 
differing from the majority of artificial stones in 
which sieved abrasive particles and their bonding 
material fonp a matrix that breaks down with use. 

The ceramic grit particles cannot be broken away to 
reveal fresh, sharp cutting surfaces; they can only 
round over and lose cutting power with time. 
However, since ceramic stones are only slightly 

less hard than diamond (around 92% of diamond 
hardness), they wear very slowly: the harder ones are 
said not to wear noticeably in the course of a 'normal 
lifetime'. In this respect they represent the opposite of 
Japanese waterstones, where the friable bonding com- 
pound continually reveals new, sharp grit. They can 
only be resurfaced (lapped to freshen or flatten them) 

with a diamond stone. 

TYPES OF CERAMIC STONE 

Since they have no 'grit' as such, ceramic stones are 
not easy to compare with other stones, and the feel 
when you use them is markedly different. A major 
manufacturer of ceramic stones is Spyderco (USA), 
who offer three versions in colour-coded boxes: 

Medium grit (dark blue box) is roughly equivalenf 

to an 800-grit stone, such as a Washita or soft 
white Arkansas stone. 

Fine ceramic stone (light blue box) is somewhere 

around 1200 grit, about the same as hard white 
Arkansas or the equivalent Japanese waterstone. 

Fig 13.9 Ceramic 
benchstones and slipstones 
The colour of the box 
indicates the grit 



ALTERNATIVE S H A R P E N I N G  STONES 

+r Ultra-fine ceramlc stone (black box) 1s around 

10,000 gnt, very slow-cutting and produc~ng a 
mlrror finish on the bevel. 

Benchstones are of the standard 8 x 2in size (200 x 
50mm), and the commonest type comes in its own 
protective ~ las t i c  box with non-slip rubber feet. 

CERAMIC SLIPSTONES 

The number of available slipstones is limited, and 
these tend to be small in size, presumably because of 
ghe high manufacturing cost. 

Because ceramic stones are so hard, it is virtually 

I impossible to shape pieces into slipstones for a partic- 
ular cannel. This means that it is likely you will have -. 

m mix and match with oil-based or other slipstones. 

There is a very big jump in grit size from fine to ultra- 
tine, and the grade equivalent to the translucent 
Arkansas stone (around 4000 grit) is missing. The 
fine stone does not give what I consider to be the 
acceptable level of honing for a final cutting edge, for 
wood surfaces left straight from the chisel. The finest 
is too fine, removing so little metal that it is hardly a 
replacement for a strop, and this seems to me to be 
the best option: finish off with an aggressive strop 
paste or a hard honing wheel to polish. 

So, the two most useful to carvers are the medium 

and fine stones, followed by further work with a strop 
and a good abrasive compound. 

As slipstones are limited in their shape, obtain the 

few you can. 

CARE AND MAINTENANCE 

Ceramic stones are brittle. Use and keep the bench- 
stones in their boxes; be careful not to drop or knock 
the slipstones. 

Because ceramic stones are used dry - without oil 

or water to wash away debris - the surfaces become 
covered with a black dust. This is normal but, after 
some use, the surface of a ceramic benchstone tends 
to clog and glaze over. As you pass the bevel over the 

stone you feel small bumps and an irregular amount of 
friction. The remedy is quick: 

@ Turn the stone over for the moment and finish 
your work on the clean side. 

Q Scrub the stone with a scouring household 
cleaner or detergent and water, using a brush or 
a nylon scouring pad. 

€3 Rinse thoroughly in water. 

@ Allow the stone to dry before re-using; drying is 
fast because the stone is non-porous. 

You might also do this if the cutting surface becomes 
contaminated (slippery) with oil. 

Otherwise, ceramic stones are so hard that they 
will not wear or dish like other stones. They will, 

however, eventually dull as the cutting particles 
round over and are not regenerated with the loss 
of bonding matrix. You notice one day that the stone 
is cutting less sharply, more slowly, and it needs 
freshening. This is a job for a diamond benchstone or 
lapping plate-nothing else is hard enough. Just rub 

the ceramic stone on the flat diamond stone for a few 
minutes to reveal a new abrasive surface, and test 
with a carving tool. 

I t  can be difficult to keep your ceramic stones 
well away from sharpening oil, especially if you are 
mixing the use of ceramics with that of oilstones. 
Once oil contaminates the cutting surface, the steel 
tends to skid along it and the only remedy is washing 
as above. 

USING CERAMIC STONES 

All ceramic bench- and slipstones must be used dry. 
Apart from this difference, the use of ceramic stones 
is straightforward and follows the normal pattern 
(Figs 13.10 and 13.1 1). Since there are no pores 
between grit particles, liquid is not needed to flush 
away debris. Any moisture will act as a lubricant, 
inhibiting the friction needed to cut the steel. 

This dust from the sharpening does have a ten- 
dency to move or get blown around. Do make a point 
of keeping your hands clean for the carving. Neuer 
blow the dust away; if you are not prepared to  wash the 
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Fig 13.10 Shaqemng on the ceramic benchstone is done 

dry, but otherwise m the n o w 1  manner 

stone, wipe off the dust with a vev  slightly damp 
paper towel when it builds up. Glazing, where the 
tool skids and doesn't actually cut on the stone, will 
still happen; the stone must then be washed as 
described above. 

Of the two, lubricating oil will create more of a 
problem than water and must be kept away entirely. 
This can be tricky if you are mixing conventional oil- 
based slipstones with ceramic benchstones; it is easy 
to transfer oil from your fingers or the blade. Do be 
scrupulous. 

PROS AND CONS OF CERAMIC 
STONES 

Ceramic stones lie at the space-age end of sharpening 
technology, and I do hope we see more developments, 
especially some filling-in of the big gap (1200- 
10,000) in the grit range. 

Ceramic stones are very consistent and extremely 
hard-wearing; they are clean to use, and thus suitable 
for in-home, travelling, or similar situations where 
cleanliness is important. They are also quite a lot 
cheaper than Arkansas stones. 

There is a particular 'feel' when the blade passes 
over the ceramic surface, and a user accustomed to 
benchstones with porous grit may find that this takes 
some getting used to. . 

Although hard-wearing, their cutting ability does 
fall off as the surface wears, a situation which is easily 
remedied but does need a (harder) diamond stone or 
lapping plate. 

The manufacturer fixes the shape of ceramic 
stones; they cannot be ground to a different shape, so 
calvers are dependent on a limited range of slip- 

stones. What is missing is a wider range for larger, 
broader tools. However, with strops to finish and 

oil slipstones for extra shapes, a carver can readily 
sharpen a lot of tools well within the range available. 

Fig 13.1 1 Using a ceramic slipstone 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

ELECTRICAL 
SHARPENING METHODS 

To survey the avhlable equipment for power 

sharpening 

To assess how d ~ t s  equipment can best be used to  

produce sharp, well-maintained tools 

Electrical means of sharpening woodcarving tools 
are being pushed more and more in the direction of 
the carver, marketed with the promise of 'ultra-sharp' 
edges in the ,wink of an  eye. When you power- 
sharpen, you are involved in a very different process 
from bench sharpening. Without any doubt, the 
h i shed  product is achieved much more quickly, but 
- as I have pointed out many times in this book - 
there is more to correctly sharpening a caruing tool 
than simple speed and a sharp cutting edge. Putting aside 
marketing claims, the fact is that power sharpening 
may suit some carvers, but not others. Sharpening 
machines perform some operations very well, but 
others not at all. In short, they have advantages 
and disadvantages. 

To be clear about my view on electrical sharpening 
methods: there is nothing 'holy' about sharpening by 
hand; nothing intrinsically better in hand over elec- 

trical methods; nor anything 'wrong' about buying 
pre-sharpened tools. Who would willingly go back to 
converting timber by hand in a saw pit? The issue 
really is about what you want, and whether these 
machines enable you to achieve it. 

I sharpen my tools on sharpening machines about 
95% of the time. I am all for them; they have gained 
me many hours of carving time. However, I never 
encourage beginners to start with power sharpeners; 
I teach benchstone sharpening. 'Why?' you might 
ask, if I use sharpening machines myself so much? 
My experience is simply that this approach gives 
beginners the maximum understanding of what is 
needed in woodcarving tools, and the hest level of 
skill in the long run. And teaching skill is what this 
book is about. 

A careful beginning with bench- and slipstones 
will ensure that carving tools are sharpened correctly, 
and cut well and efficiently. Then, when you do even- 
tually introduce electrical help, you will find it easy to 
maintain this professional level, and you will be able 
to deal with any carving tool that machines can't 
reach. My advice is always: 

Learn to sharpen all types of carving tools well by 

hand with bench- and slipstones. 

Only then introduce sharpening or honing 

wheels. 
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Monltor your tools in the l~ght  of your previous 
understanding and alter your approach, or means 

SHARPENING 
of sharpenmng, to mamtain your high standards. MACHINES 

The ceramic and diamond benchstones discussed in 
the previous chapter are only available in compara- 
tively coarse grits, leaving an edge which is less than 
ideally sharp for work straight from the chisels. In this 
case a quick, precise polish on a hard honing wheel 
will soon bring the edge up to keenness, saving the 
time needed to strop by hand. 

After an overview of sharpening machines and 
wheels, I will discuss approaches to using them so as 
to include or maintain the factors that I have 
proposed as making for an efficient, well-sharpened 
carving tool. With this knowledge, you can 'assess 
how useful such machines are and how they may suit 
your particular needs as a carver. 

Effectively, electrical sharpening machines are exalted 
bench grinders, with wheels (or belts) in various com- 
binations of hardness and abrasive power (Fig 14.1). 
In fact, they commonly are grinders, and may still 
have a grinding wheel at one end for shaping, as well 
as a finer 'buffing' or 'polishing' wheel at the other, 
which the user impregnates with a very fine abrasive. 
Other machines have buffing-type wheels at  both ends. 

We have covered the grinding wheel before 
(Chapter 10); it is used for preliminary shaping of the 
blade. A belt helps a lot in keeping a flat bevel, but the 
only ones which seem to be available are intended 
for the equivalent of grinding - that is, major metal 
removal - and are not suitable as honing aids. 

Fig 14.1 A ryptwl ak&e sha@ening machine with p h g  bek; &re are m& b&ng wheeb mrd a 
&aff&ck on the nght which can be used fw o h  &aswe wheels or a Jierrbk daft 
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As an alternative to a grinder-like honing machine, 
honing wheels and mops (polishing wheels made of 
'fabric) are sold for mounting independently, either in 
.a drill chuck or in the chuck of your own motor or 
lathe. Those made,by Koch (Fig 14.2) would be a typ- 
ical example: one wheel is a harder felt for straight 
:edges and outside bevels, the other softer, to conform 
"t interior curves. 

When you buy separate wheels, do make sure they 
run true and at the optimum recommended speed. 
The Koch wheels, for example, have an optimum 

running speed of between 1,200 and 2,00Orpm, slower 
than many sharpening machines and grinders. It is 
not clear what would result from a higher running 
speed, since the action of honing is always to com- 
press the fibres, but you may find particles diseniaging 

from the wheel and, at the least, its life expectancy 

(in terms of sharpening cycles) will be less. So, follow 
recommendations. 

The 'buffing' or 'polishing' wheel will be of a 
fibrous material, such as felt or paper; there are vary- 
ing degrees of hardness or softness. From now on I 
will call all such wheels honing wheels for the sake of 
simplicity, regardless of what they are made of, to dif- 
ferentiate them from the hard abrasive grinding 
(shaping) wheels. 

Wheels are normally dr~ven directly by the motor 
and rotate at a high speed, up to 3,000rpm. More 
sophisticated and expensive machines will have a 

belt drive from the motor to the wheels, and will 
usually feature an abrasive belt in place of one of 
the wheels. 

Power sharpeners are quite simple to use: 

@ When the wheel is up to speed, push the 
block of proprietary abrasive 'soap' against the 
spinning surface (Fig 14.3); the block will melt 
into it (except in the case of a rubberized 
abrasive wheel). 

@ Apply the blade; a sludge of melted abrasive 
builds up in front of the edge. 

@ Move the blade as needed so the abrasive- 
impregnated wheel polishes the bevel and 
creates the fine cutting edge. 

Now, if you know exactly what shape or profile of 

carving tool you want, and if there is a quick, accurate 
and safe electrical method of achieving it, then this is 
a sensible option and there is no question but that 
you should take advantage of it. Used in circum- 
stances where this is possible, sharpening machines 
are invaluable to the busy carver. However, you must 
bear in mind that power machines are limited in what 
they can do. They may be able to achieve enough 
to satisfy a particular carver, but only a part of what 
another may want. And there is no doubt that in 
inexperienced hands they are capable of producing 
very undesirable results. 

Fig 14.2 The Koch sharpening wF th ~w arbor ready 
for the chuck of a dnU or other power source, the abraswe 
compound wed with it a also shown 

Fig 14.3 The bu$ng wheels must be dressed regularly 
with an abrasive compound, which is normally supplied by 
the makers 
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SAFETY NOTE 

Most importantly: all soft wheels must spin away from 
the user to prevent the cutting edge digging in and 
kicking back. This means that, if you make up your 
own power sharpener by using a grinder (you can buy 

buffing wheels separately), then you must either: 

Find a qualified electrician to reverse the 

direction of the motor. This is your best option; 
it is usually a simple job, but this may depend 

on how the motor is made. 

or: 

Tum the grinder itself around so the wheel 

rotates away from you, and switch or adjust the 
wheel guards and toolrests accordingly. The 
problem with this is that the on-off switch 
often ends up on the wrong side. 

If you don't modify the machine in one of these ways, 
then, although you may remember in which direction 
to offer your carving tools, the machine is quite 
dangerous for anyone else who doesn't. The same 
~ r i n c i ~ l e  applies if you are mounting a honing wheel 
in a power drill with an arbor. 

P R I N C I P L E S  O F  P O W E R  
HONING 

SPEED AND ITS HAZARDS 

Most wheels are about 6in (150mm) in diameter and 
turn at around 3,000rpm. It follows that, in one sec- 
ond, nearly 80ft (about 24m) of surface have passed 
beneath the bevel as it is offered to the wheel. No 
wonder it abrades and polishes fast! Tools certainly 
get hand-hot on the honing wheels, if not actually 

hot enough to risk blueing. 
The speed is a particular hazard for beginners who 

don't yet understand what shape is required of a par- 
ticular tool. There is no doubt that the cutting edge 
can be polished to a high level of keenness in a very 
short time. However, the speed of honing wheels 

tends to make events happen quickly: over-shaping or 
plain bad shaping can easily result. At  this speed it is 
all too easy to remove comers, or to end up with a 
cutting edge that is nosed, winged or undulating. 

If you keep to a regime of maintaining sharpness, 

following the methods described in the previous 
chapters, little more than regular, brief touching up is 
necessary - any more and you are in danger of reshap- 
ing. The trick of 'sneaking up' on the edge by placing 
the heel of the tool on the wheel first, then slowly 
lifting the handle, will also help to avoid mistakes. 

WHEEL SHAPE AND SIZE 

Honing wheels are the same shape and size as a nor- 
mal grinding wheel. If the wheel is hard, it will be too 
big - and the wrong shape - for creating a proper 

inside bevel in anything other than a large, flat gouge. 
On the other hand, if the wheel is soft, then you can 
push the inside of a gouge into it to 'de-bun' or polish 
the inside bevel; but this is not the same as creating a 

proper inner bevel, and you also run the risk of losing; 
comers. The only satisfactory way to create inside: 
bevels is to use smaller, specially shaped wheels, and, 
to alter the profiles of larger ones to suit. 

As I suggested before (seepage 178 and Fig 12.1), it. 
is my feeling that with the wheels tuming away from; 
the operator, the edge is weaker than one sharpened, 
across or into it. This opinion is based entirely on my 
experience and not on any scientific trial. 

When metal is drawn forwards it produces more of 
a wire edge; even though the effect is micro~copic,~ 
metal is abraded forward by the buffing wheels. The. 
resulting edge tends to crumble and leave fine scratch. 
trails in the cut. Metal drawn back, across or away: 
from the cutting edge to sharpen it leaves a tougher, 
smoother structure. This has greater resistance and. 

lasts longer. 
So it seems to me that tools sharpened on abrasive: 

wheels need touching up far more often than hand-, 
sharpened ones to keep the same quality of cut. 
Against this must be set the speed at which edges can 
be rejuvenated. 
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Additionally, because the honing wheel moves away 
from the user to prevent digging in, I counter this 
effect by offering the tool mostly, if not fully, across 

the wheel, as described below. 

HARD AND SOFT WHEELS 

The softer the wheel, the more difficult it is to pro- 
duce a flat bevel. That's why it is better to produce 
and polish the bevel on hard wheels, and use soft ones 
only for polishing the inner bevel to a finished edge. 
A t  a honing speed of 80ft (24m) per second across the 
bevel, it is as if the tool has been rapidly stropped 
many thousands of times. The effect of prolonged Fig 14.4 Shaping an ins& bevel on a Cratex rubberized 

stropping on a soft surface - even a leather bench- abinsive wheel. Note the dust-extraction hood 
strop - is to round or roll the bevel, as d e  have 
already seen (page 208); and soft wheels are much RUBBERIZED ABRASIVE WHEELS 
softer than hard leather benchstrops. A rounded Made by Cratex in the USA from a hard chemical 
bevel means a higher cutting angle, which in turn rubber impregnated with silicon carbide particles, 

means less control and more effort. these come in different sizes, up to grindingwheel 

You really have to work against this effect. The size. Various grades are available, of which the fine or 
firm. curved surface of a hard honine wheel counters extra-fine are suitable for us. Rubberized abrasive " 
the ~ rob lem to some extent, com~ared with the more wheels can be shaoed to suit the hollow forms of 

flexible surface of a flat benchstrop; and the harder internal bevels - in fact creating inner bevels quickly 

the wheel, the less this effect will occur. The two is a major benefit (Fig 14.4). Smaller sizes are avail- 

hardest honing wheels are those made of dense paper able on their own to be mounted on a motor shaft or 
(such as supplied by Rod Naylor), and rubber abrasive a driven spindle. I always advise dust protection when 
wheels (as made by Cratex). These mostly eliminate using these wheels. 
the problem. I use this wheel as an intermediary between 

the fine grinding wheel and the abrasive-coated 

TYPES OF HONING WHEEL honing wheel. It is too coarse to  give the fine edge 
you need, but will readily flatten a bevel offered side- 

There are three main types of wheel used in sharpen- on to the direction of rotation. It is not used with 
ing machines, and there should be little problem in abrasive paste. 
swapping or changing to the alternatives you prefer. 
Being soft, all these wheels must rotate away from the PAPER WHEELS 
user. Some shaping of these materials is possible, 
allowing them to be adapted for inside bevels and for 
small tools, for example. 

FELT WHEELS 
These are synthetically st~ffened, and vary in firmness 
and hardness. Choose the hardest, and one that will 
keep a smooth surface without 'fluffing'. These wheels 
can be shaped to some extent. Use with abrasive soap. 
Soft, loose-leaf, sisal and cotton mops are not suitable. 

Rod Naylor supplies these for use in his Supersharp 
system, or separately for use with an  arbor. They are 
used with abrasive 'soap'. 

These wheels are made by compressing paper, 
and have a different feel from felt wheels. The paper 
gives excellent results: a very hard wheel which takes 
abrasive well, and on which precise honing and 
polishing is possible. Paper wheels can be shaped, but 
seem to be available only in limited sizes, suitable for 
use on a grinder. 
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Fig 14.5 A collection of 
proprietary and other 
sharpening 'soaps'; there 
are many different kinds to 
be had 

.ABRASIVE 'SOAP' BLOCKS carving with increased vigour. Depending on the 
make and the location, sharpening machines can be 

The appropriate abrasive, for these sharpening quite noisy; this may be intrusive for carvers with a 
machines is a fine one suitable for ferrous metals, and temperament that prefers quiet. 
comes in a hard block or bar often called 'soap'. The 
bar melts into the felt or paper from the friction COST 
arising when it is pushed against the spinning surface Whether a machine is worth buying depends on the 
of the wheel. balance between the outlay and the amount of use 

There are so many different types of abrasive you expect from it. For example, such machines 
soaps, in many wonderful colours and with so many would probably be of more benefit to a wood sculptor 
different claims, that it is impossible to list them all with large gouges than an instrument maker with a 
(Fig 14.5). Suffice it to say that suitable abrasives are few small ones. 
readily available and, since they are inexpensive, it 
is worth experimenting and exchanging notes with SAFETY 
fellow carvers. Some are coarser - have a more aggres- Do assess safety factors carefully. All sorts of particles 
sive cut - than others. are flung out from these fast-turning wheels: bits 

of felt, abrasive paste - even grit, in the case of a 

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS rubberized abrasive wheel. Suppose you spend only 
5 minutes a day on these machines, that's still just a 

Before making or buying a honing machine, bear in little short of standing for 24 hours in front of the 
mind the following points: fast-spinning wheel over the course of a y e a r  plenty 

of chance for a particle to get in your eye, or for you 
NOISE to breathe in damaging dust. 
Try to hear the machine you are thinking of buying. I strongly suggest keeping at least a good paper 
'Many carvers enjoy the quiet of carving, as well as dust mask next to the machine. Get into the habit of 
that of hand-sharpening their tools. Sharpening can slipping it over your nose and mouth even as you 
b e  a moment for reflection before returning to the switch the power sharpener on. 
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:,Fig 14.6 in  this machine there is no means of supporting 
the tool on the flat section of the belt, which means that the 
,biade has to be held in the air. Besides limiting the co~!ttrol 
over shaping, hovering the hand like this over the fat-mouing 

.belt is potentially hazardous 

Some machines have limited wheel guards and no 
toolrests; the tool is supported by the hand hovering 
in the air (Fig 14.6). This applies especially to those 
'svsterns' that are sold with an arbor to mount on 

a free motor. Take the time to make some simple 
wooden toolrests at least. 

Long hair, loose clothing and such must be kept 
well out of the way, particularly if you are using a 
drill-mounted wheel without guards. 

I have already mentioned the importance of wheel 
direction if you choose to make your own machine 

HOW TO USE A POWER 
SHARPENER 

Most machines have only two wheels, one at either 
end. I find I need several, in a range of widths and 
profiles, and including smaller wheels on chucks, to 
cover the wide range of tools that I use. Even so, there 
are some tools that are difficult to ~ower-sharpen 
correctly: in particular small or tight-mouthed ones, 
and those with sharp bends. 

Try to make your set-up cover as wide a range of 
tool sweeps as possible. Remember that you may need 
more than just the two wheels on offer. At all times 

bear in mind the end result which you are after: the 
correctly shaped cutting edge. 

Obviously individual arrangements will vary, but 
here are some considerations: 

Have the grinder as a separate machine from the 

sharpener. Grinding is major metal removal; use 
the sharpener only for the last stages of 
sharpening. If you find you have a lot of metal to 
remove, then you should be on a grinder with 

coarse and fine wheels. 

Sharpening machines tend to be dirty. Site them 

away from your carving area; wipe the carving 
tool afterwards; and check your hands for grime 
that can be transferred to the wood. 

Have one wheel as hard as possible (paper) for 

outer bevels. 

Have the second wheel slightly softer, so it can 

deform for inner bevels and/or be split with a 
knife blade to give several width options (Fig 
14.7). 

A chuck on the end of the sharpener shaft will 

allow you to use a variety of small wheels for 
different purposes. 

You can use a machine for just polishing (stropping) 
a bench-sharpened tool, using a light, minimal touch; 
or for heavier sharpening, equivalent to what you 
might do on the bench. 

Fig 14.7 With a split wheel it is eossible to hone the inside 
of a gouge without damaging the corners 
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ACHIEVING THE CORRECT 
SHAPE 

Recall some ideas from previous chapters: there are I 
three factors to consider when discussing whether a 
carving tool cuts properly or not. It is not just a mat- 
ter of a slick cutting edge: a tool can be very sharp yet 
still cut badly. All these factors are important: I 
The beuel must be: 

flat 

at the correct cutting angle. 

An inner beuel is useful for: 

using the gouge upside down 

increasing the overall bevel angle 

helping to release the shaving. 

The actual cutting edge must be: 

keen 

with comers 

straight across 

at 90" to the axis of the blade 

Unless you have sound Peasons otherwise, this is what 
I propose as your model for a correctly sharpened tool; 
and I mean this to be the result of whatever method 
you choose to sharpen them. So, bearing these points 
in mind, let us turn to power honing wheels to see 
how the operation of an electric sharpener can con- 
tribute to or detract from these qualities. 

KEEPING THE OUTERBEVEL FLAT AND 
AT THE CORRECT ANGLE 

The hard (fine) grinder or the benchstone is best 

to get your flat bevel to start with - this is part of 
the primary shaping - ind you should come to the 
power sharpener with a flat bevel at the correct 
cutting angle. A rubberized abrasive wheel is a 
good intermediary between the fine grinding 
wheel and the abrasive-coated honing wheel. 

Fig 14.8 Present the heel first, then , E handle far 
enou~h to amve at the edge, and no further 

Keep exactly the same angle of presentation on 

the honing wheel, using the toolrest (or, as I 
prefer, supporting the tool with a finger placed on 
the toolrest). 

Keeping a correctly shaped bevel is a really 

important point: don't just think 'sharp edge'. 
Start by placing the heel on the rotating wheel, 
and then slowly lift the handle until the sludge of 
the polishing compound shows you that you are 
at the edge (Fig 14.8). In other words, work from 
the bevel forwards. 

To repeat: the harder the wheel, the easier it is to 

keep the bevel flat. 

The best approach I have found is to offer the 

bevel almost side-on to the direction of rotation, 
first to a rubberized abrasive wheel (Fig 14.9) and 
then, to finish, the very hard paper one. You can 
present the bevel at up to 90' to the wheel (but 
no more, or you risk a dig-in), as for grinding (see 
page 179). 

Don't press too hard; this will sink the metal into 

the softer wheels. 

MAINTAINING CORNERS 
Losing a comer, or waving the edge, is a very simple 
thing to do on what is, effectively, a power strop. The 
user either over-rotates the tool, or concentrates on 
the centre of the blade. 
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Rubberized abrasive wheels, paper and hard felt 

wheels can all be shaped with files or scrapers. Do 
protect yourself from the dust when you do this. 

Fig 14.9 Presenting the bevel across the wheel is ar 
option, and helps to keep the bevel flat 

Use the minimum amount of 'soap'. It  is not 

always easy to keep an eye on the comers, 
particularly if large amounts of sludge-building 
abrasive obscure the edge. It is not obligatory to 
prime the wheel each time you use it - perhaps 
once every three times is all that is required. 

Again, the harder the wheel, the easier it is to 

see the work. 

Be precise in your work. 
- 

Pressure builds friction, which increases abrasion The fact is chat beginners usually, and 
speed: take it lightly. If you need a lot of 

understandably, have no  way of knowing 
sharpening, then perhaps you should be using the 

what a 'correct', or even satisfactorily 
grinder, or at least a hard rubber abrasive wheel. 

sharp, woodcarving tool should look and 
A good way to lose the comers of a gouge is to  

push the sweep - and thus the comers - Into a soft 
wheel wh~le attempting to polish the ins~de bevel. 

feel like. I believe this is best learned in a 
slower, more careful way first; this is 
priceless, but basic, knowledge and skill on  
which a woodcarver can build. 

INSIDE BEVELS 
So, having acquired a foundation of quite 

Only if the hard honing wheel is the same radius as 
subtle knowledge, largely lodged in the 

the sweep of the gouge, or smaller, can you get into 
hands, bring in sharpening machines 

the cannel for shaping or stropping the inside bevel. 
where you can to speed up the process. 

What many users of power sharpeners do instead is to 
More machines and different designs are 

push the mouth (cannel) of the gouge into a softer 
becoming available. Incorporate them into 

wheel, which deforms to fit. This can be fine for the 
a well-founded sharpening strategy that 

larger gouges, but with smaller ones there is a danger 
always has in mind the correct shape and 

of losing the tool comers, which you must try to 
cutting qualities of your carving tools. 

protect. So, for normal, grinder-sized wheels, some 
changes are needed: 

You may choose to split a wheel, using a strong 

knife, to rive you several options for smaller tools 
or, say, the apex of the V-tool. 

O n  a large wheel you can radius one comer and 
create a hollow in the middle, giving you quite a 
few options. 

Small wheels can be mounted in a chuck, which 
is either part of your power sharpener (see Fig 
14.4), or in a separate unit such as a power drill. 

Sharpen~ng 1s part of the whole carvmg 

package, but ~t need not be a big deal, w ~ t h  
benchstones or otherw~se. 

Newcomers buying power-sharpening 

machines can quickly and easily produce 
badly or inappropriately sharpened carving 
tools, in which case they are really not 
doing themselves much of a favour. 
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METRIC CONVERSION TABLE 

inches 

INCHES TO MILLIMETRES 
.- 

inches 

9 

10 

11 

1'2 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

2 1 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

mm inches mm 

229 30 762 

254 31 787 

279 32 81 3 

305 33 838 

330 34 864 

356 35 889 

381 36 914 

406 37 940 

432 38 965 

457 39 99 1 

483 40 1016 

508 41 1041 

533 42 1067 

559 43 1092 

584 44 1118 

610 45 1143 

635 46 1168 

660 47 1194 

686 48 1219 

71 1 49 1245 

737 50 1270 
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acanthus leaves 27 145 
allongee tools 75.34.35 
slumtntumoxtdde 155, 159, 172, 

713  -.- 
Amertcan Falm Cutc~ng Tools 

ins .-< 

angle of presentatmn 152, 17S9, 
181-2, 185, 189.206.232 

angled blades 31-3 - 
snnealtns 157 
apex see keel under V-tool 
Arkansas stones 151, 153, 161, 

176-7 
compared wlrh ocher scones 

213,215,217,222,224 
flattenrng the bevel 208 
gedes of 167-8 
homng ihe bevel 193, 1969, 

202.204-5 

squar~ng rhe cuttlng edge 180, 
182,201 

arttfictal dtamonds 216 
arrifictalstoner 155. 161, 162 
Asam, Egid Qulrln 121 
ash 62 
Ashley llrr backbent V-tool 105 
Ashley lles palm tools 105 
Airurnpaon (Aaam) 121 
aavmmetrical blades 74-5 

back of gouge 18 
backbenr gouges 3&7,4&1, 

89-90, 177 
sharpenme 205-6 

backeron, 32, 33 
balancmng wheels on grmder 

155-6 
Banquet at Simon's 

(Rtemenschneidei) 3, 124 
hairwood 131 
beads 33. 40, 87 
beech 62 
beli grmden 158, 167 
bench dtsctpllne 11 1-13 
bench gr~nden 154-160.226 
benchplates 217-18 
benchstones 95, 119, 133, 152, 

154, 156 176,21&ll, 225 
care of 1634, 168,214-15, 

219-20.223 
ceramtc 2224  
d~amond 216-22 

diesang (flatrenmg) 164-6 burr (on wood) 61 
ollsrones, rypes of 161-2, huymg cools 52, 734 ,  9 M  

1 6 7 4  mall order 93 
ustng 181-7, 194, 197,2067 second hand 9 3 4  

215,2234 
waterscones 212-16 c 

benchstrops 171-3, 189.208 cannel 18, 75, 139, 144, 147, 173, 
abmmves 172 184, 187-8, 195,220,233 
care 173 altgnment 76, 195 
dressrne 172-3 carbon steel 155 " 
making 171-2 

bevgl 18, 75,;76, 1934,  210, 
219,227 

angle 122, 128, 13&1, 137, 
140, 149, 192, 196, 210, 
232 

bent rools 204-5 

208,229, 232 
iuncr~on of 128-9 
honing 147-52,182-7 
Inner and ourer 1 3 W  
multtple bevels of V-tool 31 
rounded 129,134, 152, 183-5, 

187,2074,229 
rust on 95 
secondary 129, 136, 149, 152, 

210 
single \,. double 24-5, 129, 

1 3 7 4  
surface as guide to sharpness 

150 
blades 17, 18, 19-52 

broken 96 
surfaie finish 77 

blueing 74, 157.228 
bolster see shoulder 
boit 216 
hosting in 85-6 
boxed seis 91 
boxer for benchscones 164, 168, 

222 
boxwood 62, 131 
Brisrol Design 15 
Bronze Age di~sela 9, 48 
buffing wheels 156,210,221, 

226 
bullnosed ice nosed edges 
Burghair, Hans 142 
burl see burr (on wood) 
burnishing 72 
burr (on curting edge) 170, 

1774,  186, 193, 202,204 

grn 165 
powder 172 
slipstones 169 
stones 151, 153, 161-2, 167, 

176, 187, 197,201.213 
care ofscones 163, 168, 171, 

2lil6,219-20, 223 
care of tools 106-7.209-10 
carpenceis chisel 2'4, 129, 

137-8 
carver pattern handles 60 
carving bench 21 1 
carving gouge, parts of 17 
carving technique 209 
ceramli stones 161, 176,213, 

2224,226 
'arc and maintenance 223 
choice 223 
pros and cons 224 
slipstones 223 
rypes 222-3 
using 2 2 3 4  

Chinese rook 97, 102-3, 142 
chip carving 84 
chisels 18, 24-6, 145, 192 

sharpening 179, 181, 182-4, 
189, 193 

widrh 42 
see a h  skew chlsels 

choice of (001s 9&1 
Cogelow, Fred 101 
Cogelow rools 101-2 
cold bending 74, 77, 78 
carnbinarion srones 162. 212-14 
concave cuts 8&7 
convex curs 40.867.90 
cork lining for drawers 110 
comer chisels see skew chisels 
comm (in carving) 82, 143, 

14h 

of macaroni cools 31 
rmporrance of rna~nra~nmg 

146-7 see &o nosed edges 
cost of tools 91,230 
Ciarex wheels 229 
crocus abraswe 171, 172 
cross sectLon of blade 10, 11, 

1617,24 
Cruclfnon (Rlemenachnelder) 81 

crysral structure of steel 22, 24, 
122-3, 141, 150 

cunarure ree sweep 
curved cutting edges 26-31 
c w e d  gouges see longbenr gouges 
~ i i r ngang l e  129, 134-5, 136, 

139, 181, 183, 185, 195, 
232 

curt~ng urcles with gauge 28-9 
cutt~ng edge 122-3, 1414  

asse~lngshar~ness 149-52 
danger of averheaang 157 
grtndrng 180 
hontng 193, 194, 197, 201, 

204-5 
by mach~ne 227,232 

masntalnlng sharpness 
209-10 

profiles 12-13. 14lL1, 177 
curring technhnlque 23 

D 
damp 107, 110 
deep gouges re U-shaped gouges 
dens~ty of wood 131 
Derwang, Germany 81 
den1 stone see dress~ng abrasive 

wheels 
dtamondscones 161, 167, 212, 

213 216-22.226 
care and maintenance 

219-20 
chotce of 219 
pros and cons 221 
rettlng up 
sl~~stones 219 
rypea 21618 
using 220 

d~ggrnmg m 160,229,232 
d~recrion of rocailon 178,228 
DMT (Dtamond Machtn~ng 

Tedinology) 217 
Dockyard Model Company 

104-5 
dogleg chlsel 41 
drawen 110 
dresrtng abranve wheels 160 
dreirtng benchscones 164-7, 

214-15,221-2,223 
drybenchgrlnders 1554, 158 
dummy mallet 64 
dust 159, 167,220, 2234,229, 

23&1 
masks nt 159 160, 167. 230 

E 
E-ayprian sratue 9 
electric drill 66 

attachments 156, 181, 227 
elecritc tool safery n-nt 
Elevanon of the Magdnlene 

(Rtemenschne~der) 10, 23 
emery paper and powder 77. 95, 

172 



end ferrule 17. 18,63-5 
even thtckness of meral75-6, 147, 

195 
evenness of sharpenrig 152 
exot~c woods 131 
eye protectton XI, 156, 159, 160, 

167, 179 
eye rools 27 
Eze-Lap 218 

F 
face of gougezee mouth 
facets 

on bevel 148, 179 
on keel ofV-tool 199 
on work 85, 99, 124, 137 

Falls Run Woodcarving Inc. 97 
felt wheels 227, 229 
ferrules 14, 17,60, 62-5 

fitrinp 65, 67-8 
files 125, 127, 171, 215 
hnishing work 84.88 
firmer chisels 25, 81-2,95, 137, 

142, 152,177, 194 
fishtail tools 34,35, 74, 92, 94, 

103. 141, 146, 147 
chisels 75 
gouges 93, 157, 177 
macaroni rools 33 

flat gouges 26, 29.81, 85, 92, 
103, 228 

sharpening 187 
flat profiles 177 
flat relief 83 
flat surfaces 81, 137 
flattening see dressing 
Flexcut canring tools 97-9, 101 
flexible shaft 226 
flexible-shaft machine 156, 181 
flexible shanks 97-8 
fluierom 32 
tluter, 30,87,93, 147,204 
flutes 30, 145 
'folk' style 98 
loot chrsel 41 
forg~ng 20 
fr~ctron 157 
ironrbent tools 36-7 

chfsels, sharpenmg 201 
gouges 38, 43, 89 
V-cools 84 

fru~rwood 62 

G 
Glxsronhury, Lake Wage  48 
Gonzalei, Ray 99 
Goth~r  carving 38, 83, 89 
gouges 18,26-31,95, 145, 156 

sharpening 1734, 182, 
1847,  189-91, 192, 
2014,220-1 

width 42 
Green Man 1 
gr~nden 154, 211 
gnndmg 234,95 ,  17741, 193, 

196,201,204 
gnnding belt 226 
gr~nd~ngwheel 133, 1 5 M ,  171, 

176,226 
types of 155 
using 148,17741, 19311, 

196,201,205,207 

W O O D C A R V I N G  T O O L S  

grcndsrone 154 
grit 162 

gradesof 162, 213. 216-17, 
222-3 

grooves 84, 128, 145 
eraunders 38 
grounding 76.83 
gutta-percha 69 

H -- 
hand and w w r  damage xi 
hand drill 66 
hand grmders 23,1545 
handedness of skew ch~sels 38, 

84 
handle holes 

boring 6 5 4  
faulty 79 

handles 14, 17 
damaged 6 3 4  
differenriaring 54-5 
erzonomic 97 
extra-long 56 
faults 79 
finishing 68. 72 
firring 69-70 
for socker choels 103 
improving bought handles 

51  

laore 96 
maktng 65-9, 103 
mass-produced 53-5 
mushroom-shaped 43.99 
octagonal 57, 60, 66-7,99 
on old roois 94. 96 
removing 7&2 
iepa~nng 69 
shape 59-60 
nze 58-9 
rurned 67-9 
uhy make your o m  5 3 4  
wood for 61-2 

hard woods 131,140 
hardenrng steel 21 
hardwood and softwood 61, 131 
hearcwood 61 
heat crearmeni 2&2,95, 157 
heel 18, 32, 135, 147-8, 149,183, 

185, 1934,205 
hkcloq- 62 
hlgh carbon steel 19 
h~gh-rel~elcanmg 89 
high-speed steel 19-20,155 
hollow bevels 129, 1334,  179 
hollow of souse see mouth 
hallows 6-K90 
honrng 154, 169, 176-7, 

181-7 
by machtne 226-7 
chcsels 1 8 2 4  
gouges 1 8 9 7  

han~ng wheels 227 
hook (on V-cool) 198 
h o o ~  see end fermle 
hornbeam 62 
HSS see high-speed steel 

I 
Ilea, Ashley 99 
improvised fermle 63 
in-cannel 18,206 

. MATERIALS & E Q U I P M E N T  

inside ofyouge see mourh 
inspecting cools 92 
internal I e e l e  63 
Imn Age 48 
iron fermle 64 

J 
lambs chuck 67 
Jang family I02 
Japanese chisels 48 

K 
keel see under Viool 
Kinchen Zier-Schnineisen 1095  
knuckle gouger 38-9 
KO& s h q m i q  wheel 227 

L 
lappmg places 167,215,217-18 
large gouger, sharpenmg 181 
lzge-scale scubrtxe 93 
larhe 66-7. 103 
learner 171-3,208 

washerr 44 
lenghnswe cmrature of shonbenr 

cools 3&9 
lenmh of rools 43, 58 

blade 94 
handle 56, 58 

Lemcaming in Wood (Pye) 93 
lertenng 81-2,88, 93 
lighting 210 
lignum rirae 132 
limeivood 54, 131 
ane light 

Imoleum-camg rools 43 
l~nseed o ~ l  72. 162 
London paitern handle 59 
long-pod cook 35 
long-rerm storage 110 

" 
longirudinal section 10, 11, 15, 

16-17,3341 
loss of remper 23 
low-relief cawing 84 
lorr-?prd gnndei 15&9 
lubricaring oil 162,2234 

M 
macaroni cools 32. 177 

sharpening 200 
ma&ying glass 150, 210-11 
mahogany 62.131,210 
mail order 93 
mainraining shxpness 207-10 
making fermles 65 
making handles 63-9, 103 

mallets 44, 63-4 
maple 62 
medium gouges 92 

sharpening 1 8 7 4  
medium-pod rools 35 
miuotoolr 104 
mild ireel 19 
miniature mvine 93 - 
msuse of tools 23,4551, 100 

111,209 
rouges 85-6 
skew chis& 83 
U-shaped gouges 87-8 

modell~ng olsuriaces 85 
monocry~tallrr~r d~amund bench- 

scones 21617 
mom 227.229 
moildmgs 86 
mouth of gouge 17, 18, 185,203, 

233 

name punch- 72 
naunal siones 161. 1 6 7 4  
Naylor, Rod 229 
rnckel 220 
nicks on edge 150 
nooe 230 
nosed edges 1 4 3 4  
nordied eilger 146 
no~cu l i t e  167 
numerical deacnpt~on of tools 

11-14 

0 
oak 52. 131 
oil 95,21&11 

and paraffin mix 165 
for oilsrones 162, 163 

oil stains 163 
oilsrones 154, 161, 176, 193, 216, 

223.224 
opening the mouth 170 
out,cannel 18 
outer bevel 17.140-1, 171, 187. 

201-2,205-6,227,231 
ouwide of gouge see back 
oversinding 156, 180,207 
over-shaping 159,228 
overhearing 23.96, 156, 157-8, 

159. 180 

P 
palm tools 97-8 
paper wheel& 229, 232 
paraifin (kerosene) 77,162 
pvallcl-cided gouges 94 
parallel rangs 70 
pan~ng rools see V tools 
pa- of a carvmng cool 17-18 
parma 72 
patcern-makeis handle 59 
pau m d m  62 
perrol (gasolmne) 163 
Pfeierl 15 
o~erced work 89 
pillar drill 66 
plne 131 
ptning 95 
Plasoune 103 
plate glasr 165 
pod tools see spade took 



-- I N D E X  

pollshlngstoncs 212.213. 214 
polyciyatalhne d~amondr 216, 

217-18 
power shalpenlng 119,219. 

225-33 
pie-sharpened tools 121 2,130, 

210-11,225 
prlmaiy bevel I29 
protectrng edges 112-13 
piorrcrrng tools 106-7 
protecrrve dothlng and foonuear 

x, 
prarecnve guards 155, 231 
PVA glue 72 

tach 
for slipstones 171 
for slipstiops 174 
for tools 109-10 

ragged cuts 125,207 
esps 125, 127 
kay Gonzaler hooked skew chtsel 

99-100 
recesses 38. 88-9, 147 
leeds 30, 33 
reltef carvtng 3 1, 38 
tepatrlng edges 177 
repet~c~> e stram tnlury x~ 
resur-bonded watersrunes 213 
reverse of eouee see back 
Piemenschne~dei, Tilman 3, 10, 

23,54,81, 124, 142 
rocking aciion 27.31, 142 
Rod Naylor wheels 229 
Rohr, Germany 121 

ioughlng gouge 121 
rubber abmlve wheels 229,232 
rust 48 95 107 219-20 

S 
safety x-xr, 125-6, 156, 167 

ben'hstrop 190-2 
gr~ndcis 1 5 9 4 0  
power sharpeners 228, 230 

salmon-bend cee longbenr coals 
sanding 72, 124. 125 
tapwood 61 
saw blade (for flatten~ng bench 

stones) 165 
Sctence Museum, London 102. 

147 . . 
scratches on bevel 150-2. 179-80, 

184, 187, 197, 202, 221 
scratches on work 150, 177, 193, 

207 
sculpture tools 56,64, 102, 169 
secondary bevel see bevel 
second hand tools 21-2,69,934 
selfligg~ng 133, 135, 137 
'ser bur not sharpened' 121, 134, 

shallow-bent see longbent tools 
shank 14, 17, 18,35,37,204 
sharp sand 165 
sharpentn~ 116233  

a i m  (41 
maintaining 207-10 
seauencr 153-4. 161, 176-7 

sharpcningarea ZIO-~I,'ZIS, 
220.231 

sharpening machines 119,226-8 
a h . ~ ~ ~ n e s s  

dehned 127 
testme 128, 193, 194, 199, 

. . 
26, 91, 92 

Sheikh-eLBekd 9 
shipwright's chisel 48 
short-pod tools 35 
shortbent tools 3640 ,94 ,  134 

chisels 38. 83 
corner chlrels 8 3 4  
gouges 37, 43, 76, 89, 177 

sharpening 204 
macaroni tools 33.38 
skew chlsels 38, 92, 143 
V-tools 38 

shauliler 17, 18, 37, 62. 96 
correct shape 46-7 
funcaan 44 
 napp prop ria re sire 77 
rounded face 7 7 4  

shoulderless tools 45, 63, 111 
fishtad gouges 17 

side chisel 41, 101 
silicon carbide 155, 159, 213 
skew angle 193 
skew chisels 25-6,42,92, 102-3, 

141-2, 146-7.157, 177 
sharpening 1 9 3 4  

skewed hhtail chisels 142 
skewed gauges 101, 141, 142 
slicing cur 83,124,142-3 
slipstones 95, 119, 167, 169-71, 

186, 195-8,201-2,204, 
20E-7,210-11. 225 

altering shape 171 
care 171 
ceramic 223, 224 
diamond 219,220 
trpes 169-70 
usmg 187-9 
water 212-14 

slipstraps 171, 173-5, 190, 192, 
203 

us,ng 192 
slurry (on wa~ersronea) 162, 163, 

213, 215 
small tools. sharpening 41, 158, 

217, 220,231 
sacketcd rools 25, 48, I02 
sodturn bicarbonate solutton 163 
soft woods 131 
softwood and hardwood 131 
sowback see longbent tools 
spade tools 34 
spark test 19, 20 
speed 

of grind~ng wlieels 157-8, 159 
of homng wheels 228 

spindle gauge 120 
splayed roola 25.33.34 

ch~aeL 84 
goups 88 
sharpening 207 

spoonbir gouges see shoirbent tools 
squareness of cutting edge 141-3, 

196 
St Barbma (Riemenschne~der) 54 
stab marks 144 
rraning k ~ r  92 
=eel 74, 141 
stone files 169 
stop see shoulder 

rrraight tools 24-6, 33-6 
chisels 93, 141, 146, 147 
gouges 17 ,43 ,854 ,  141, 146, 

147, 177 
macaroni coola 33 
parallel-sided tools 3 3 4  
skew chisels 82-3, 143 
rapered tools 31-6 

snaiehtedee 165 - - 
snaighrening the cutting edge 

180, 182 
snaighmei. of cutting edge 

1434,227,232 
srroppasre 171, 172, 211, 215. 

219,221 
srropping 100, 118, 151, 176, 193 

199,202,206,208,221. 
226,231 

chisels 189 

arrois 719, 1534 ,  161, 171-5, 
211,219,224 

Supenharp sysiem 229 
awan-necked see iongbenr roois 
sweep 11,26-7.35, 75, 103, 143 

187, 202 
sycamore 62 

T 
take-off chuck 226 
tallow 172-3 
r a q  ferrule 62-3, 65 
tangs 17.37.45, 102 

alignmenr 50, 78 
broken 96 
correcr shape 5&1 
faulrs 52 
iunction 47-9 
inappropriate size 79 
offset 78 
regrinding 96 
mry 9 5 4  
capered 49, 70 
types 49 

'tap and rwisr' merhod of handle 
htuni: 70 

raper see splayed tools 
Taylor, Henry 38. 101 
teak 62, 210 
temper 21. 94, 96 
rempeiature 157 
cool marks as surface finish 81, 

121, 124 
tool rolls 107-9 
todiesw 158, 179, 181, 231 

The Toolshop, Needham Marker 
102 

Tormek 156 
corn surface 144 
trenching rools see macaroni tools 
rurner's skew chtsel 68 

u 
U-shaped gouges 28-9,31, 139, 

141, 143, 145, 177,209 
sharpening 187, 204 

undercutring 83,89 
'upstde d o m '  use of gouge 41, 87, 

89.90. 137-8, 141, 149, 
232 

uses of carving tools 80-90 

v 
V-cools (parrmne tools) 92-3, 177, 

214 
apex see keel, below 
correcishape 129, 135, 141, 

144-8 
faa1f.s 75-6 
keel 31,32, 135, 148, 194, 198 

angle of 129. 196 
correcring shape 199-200 

sharpening 170, 174, 179, 
192, 194-9 

types 31 
uses 84-5, 87 
widrh 42 

varnish 57, 72. 79 
veinen 30,87,92,93,204 
vice 69, 71, 156 
violin-making 93 
viueous bonded waterstones 213 

W 
walnur 131 
Wxhrta atones 167, 213, 222 
warencones 161, 176,212-16 "-- 

iii 
care and malnrenance 214-15 
pros and cans 215-16 
rerrlng up 215 
s l~~s tanes  213-14 
stairer kit 214 
types 213 
ustng 215 

wavy edges 146, 182, 199 
wedge-and-hail handle 59 
wet-and-dry abras~ve paper 166, 

215 
wer bench grinden 155. 156, 158 
wheelwrigh~i chisel 48 
whetscone 154 
whire line see line of light 
width of blade 10, 11, 15, 16-17, 

41-2 
winding blade 74 
wing parting cool 32 
winged edges 143, 145 
wire edge see bum (on curring 

edge) 
woodblock printing 43 
wood engraving 43 
wood sculprors 127 
woodturning 12&1 
woodworking chisels 137 
working against rhe p i n  101, 

124, 145 
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rk or. - - subject. This new edition in two volurmz?& k& 
revised and expanded, and with new colour photography 

throughout, ensures that it will continue to be indispensable. 

This first volume deals with the selection, sharpening and 

maintenance of woodcawinn tools. TwE, sharp ednesare esenl - . -~ .. . 

for effective cawing, and Chrk Pye's detailed inst@@& . , . . @& ~ . . .~-.~ <.?; 
clear i~~ustrations~~& how the r i ~ h t  resub can m@&&$djc:::*:;; - 

every time,. whether hand or powered me 

Though the emphasis is on traditional chisek an 

number of innovatory tools are also considered in detail. 

Chris Pye has been a professional woodcarver for more than 25 

years and writes extensively about the subject. His previous GMC 

books are Cow~ng on Turning ( 1  995), Lettercorving in Wood (1 997), 
Relief Carving in Wood (1 998) and Elements of Woodcarving 




