Woodturning Tools, Techniques, and Projects

Sharpening Tips

Because frequent sharpening is the key to enjoyable, successful woodturning, turners need use the grinder frequently to renew the cutting edge of their tools. The following tips will help you in this process.

The height of the grinder is important for good results. As with the lathe, the center of the grinding wheel should be at a height even with the turner’s elbow. A slow-speed eight-inch grinder with white aluminum oxide wheels is recommended. It should be equipped with a 46- to 60-grit coarse wheel and an 80- to 100-grit fine wheel. If the more expensive new powder metal 2030 and 2060 tools are used, upgrading to an SG wheel is a good idea. 

Before grinding, check to insure that all the safety features of the grinder are properly installed. Also be sure that the grinding wheel is still sound by putting a rod through the wheel arbor and  tapping the side of the wheel. A distinctive clear ring shows that the wheel is still sound; a dull thud means the wheel should be replaced. It is far better to replace a wheel than to risk injury if the wheel shatters. Dress the wheel to true it up and to expose a new cutting surface. An inexpensive T-shaped diamond dresser is effective for this. 

Always wear eye protection for grinding. When sharpening a tool, apply just enough pressure to keep the tool on the wheel. Excessive force will hasten clogging of the wheel and create friction that can overheat the tool steel. Many professionals feel that excessive honing or using a progression of sharpening stones is time wasted. A proper bevel straight off the grinder is usually good enough, since the sharpened edge will dull quickly when turning.

There is no one ultimate bevel angle or tool shape. The tool edge that a turner grinds should relate to the style and type of turning being done and the hardness of the wood being turned. Experiment with the various recommended bevel angles and various grinds (e.g., side grinds, fingernail grinds) to find what works best for specific projects. The key is to achieve a continuous facet. Leaving the burr on the tool is helpful when cutting most woods. For exotic woods, it is best to hone off the burr because it tends to grab and tear the grain of the wood. 

The following grinding angles are the most popular; however, you may want to experiment and adjust the angles to find the one that is most appropriate for a particular project. Keep any adjustments within 5 to 15 degrees above or below the angles listed below.

	Popular Grind Angles

	Bowl gouge 40-55º
	Scrapers 80º

	Parting tool 25º
	Skew chisel 20º

	Roughing gouge ± 40º
	Spindle gouge ± 35º


Sharpen your tools frequently. Dull tools are often the cause of turning problems. A variety of sharpening jigs and aids are available through woodturning suppliers and catalogues. One recommendation is the Wolverine Sharpening System by Oneway Manufacturing. The jigs make it easy to maintain a constant bevel angle and a continuous facet—leaving more time for turning now and more steel for turning in the future.
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