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THIN NATURAL EDGE BOWLS

Wood Selection

1. A round uniform blank free of knots usually works best. If a crotch blank is used, try to
select a crotch with all the "limbs" equidistant from the center of the turning. Chain or band
saw the corners off of the blank. Leave plenty of wood each side of the bowl tips (see Figure
1). Try to make these cuts evenly so that the blank will not be too unbalanced.

2. Examine the bark. If the wood was not freshly cut, look for splits or bark cracks. These areas
will begin to "peel off' if you do not glue them to the cambium layer of the wood. Use thin CA
glue for deep cracks, and thick or medium CA glue for wide cracks.

Wood Design

1. An open and shallow form is the easiest shape to turn. A deep form is much more difficult to
turn and to achieve a thin uniform wall.

2. Single or double turned bowl. If you want to single turn the bowl, you will want to sand the
outside to 400 grit before you start to take out the interior. You can also apply a finish on the
outside to reduce moisture loss while you turn out the interior. A single turned bowl will have
an elliptical foot and the bottom of the foot will have to be sanded flat so it will be stable. You
should also turn the base relatively thin so it will not crack during drying. The advantage of a
double turned bowl is that the exterior of the bottom of the bowl will be returned after drying
and the foot will be turned round. When a bowl is double turned, most of the sanding will occur
when the wood is dry, so the first turning can be faster. The bottom of the bowl has to have
much thicker walls so that there will be enough wood left to turn the base round.

Turning Procedure

1. Before actual turning, please review "Tool Position" addendum at the end of this article. All
tool work is done with a "push cut" technique. My experience is that pull cutting is too
aggressive and tends to rip the bark off the wood. If the bark is not wanted, pull cuts on the
bowl exterior will be quicker. Push cut procedure is recommended for final shaping and finish
cutting. .

2. Carefully measure the blank and find the midpoint of the length and width of the blank on
the bark side and the pith side. This will be the center of the bowl. Remove the bark at the
center on the bark side for a spur drive and remove some wood with a chisel for the spur. Either
a 2 or 4 tooth spur will work. A Steb center may slip in soft, wet wood.

3. Mount the blank between centers with the bark side facing the headstock. Bring the tool rest
up between the headstock and the blank. Rotate the blank so that both outer tips of the blank
are perpendicular to the lathe centerline, i.e. same distance away from the head stock. Use the
tool rest as a reference point and adjust the tailstock location on the blank to achieve this. The
ideal location for the tailstock point will be at the center of the annular rings (in line with the
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pith). This will result in a uniform grain pattern in the bottom of the bowl as well as achieving
uniform shrinkage. The blank can be tipped slightly off center to balance the height of the
lower "saddle curves" (see Figure 2), but try to maintain equal tip height. The time spent in
mounting the blank is critical in order to achieve a pleasing bowl design. This is not the place
to rush'. Keep readjusting the tailstock center until you are satisfied you have the best location.

Turning the Outside

1. Set the lathe speed to a low setting. I usually start turning at 200 - 300 rpm. After the blank
begins to get round at the base, you can increase the turning speed. Starting the lathe at a slow
speed will also allow you to judge how well the bark is adhered to the blank. As the blank
continues to become round, increase the speed. I typically turn at 500 - 700 rpm for bowls of 8"
- 12" lengths.

2. Using a sharp 1/2" or 5/8" bowl gouge, round the bottom and sides of the blank until you
start cutting the bark. You should be working from the foot (small diameter) to the tip (large
diameter). I refer to this as "uphill" cutting. Stop the lathe and examine the bark. If the bark is
loose or has broken away from the wood, use CA glue. Turn some more until you get close to
the tips. If the bark is tearing out, you will have to reverse tool direction (cut down hill) in order
to keep the bark on the bowl. Re-glue as required.

3. Review the outside bowl shape. This is the time to make final design changes. Using a
freshly sharpened three eights inch - one half inch gouge, cut downhill from the tips. Take
small cuts to minimize end grain tear out. I sometimes put a piece of tape on the tool rest to
help locate the end of the bowl tip. Keep cutting downhill until the entire bark edge has been
cut. Then cut uphill from the base and fair in to the lower saddle curve (See Figure 3).

4. Locate bottom of bowl and establish a chuck tenon. If you are using soft wood, use thin CA
glue on the tenon and saturate the end and side grain. Gently clean up the tenon surface with a
parting tool. Mount the chuck with the chuck jaws bearing on the wood midway between side
and end grain. Tighten chuck snugly but do not over tighten as this will cause side grain
crushing and the blank will no longer be centered. This will help keep the blank centered. Do
not remove the tail point indentation if you are going to double turn the piece (See Figure 4).

5. Mount the chuck on head stock and turn the blank slowly. Check centricity. If the blank is
not well centered (within 1/16") the rim thickness will not be even. Return the rim as required,
re-glue bark, and sand exterior (optional). Spray water on exterior or apply finish. Turn out
interior center with tailstock in place. Remove tailstock when majority of the central portion of
the bowl has been removed and bowl wall is %"-3/8" thick. You can now remove the central
portion of bowl down to a level equal to the bottom saddle curve.

Cutting the Bowl Rim

The bowl will be cut in a series of stages starting from the bowl tip. Use a freshly sharpened
1/4" or 3/8" bowl gouge. The tool rest is positioned parallel with the interior of the bowl and
goes into the bowl so that the tool overhang is minimized. Rotate the bowl by hand and make
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sure the bowl clears the banjo and the tool rest. Turning speed is between 500-800 rpm. Adjust
the light so that it shines directly over the bowl tips. Stand back so that you can see the exterior
and interior bowl surfaces. Turn the lathe on and adjust light and/or stance so you can see both
surfaces (See Figure 5). Carefully cut from the tip down about 1-1/2". Turn off lathe. Check
surface finish and inside bark adhesion. Glue bark as required. Continue to cut inside surface
down to desired thickness. If you use calipers, always check at the same spot on the bowl. If the
bowl is slightly off centered, determine the location on the bowl where the wall thickness is the
least. Mark this location on the bowl and always uses this spot when measuring with your
calipers. Moisten bowl tips to reduce drying.

Check interior bowl surface for ridges and tear out. Try to get as smooth a cut as
possible before proceeding. Continue cutting in 1" -11/2" increments. Do not go back to a
previously cut section since it may now be elliptical. You can continue seeing both interior and
exterior surfaces until you go beyond the lower saddle curve. As you go deeper into the bowl,
remove the center area so you can keep on extending the tool rest into the bowl. A sharp 1/4"
gouge with a very short bevel works best for me. I will use a 1/2" gouge to remove the central
area wood and switch to the 1/4" gouge for final cutting. As the work progresses, moisten the
bowl exterior to help keep it from drying out and changing its shape. If you are cutting really
thin, shine a light on the exterior of the bowl. Check the bowl's end grain thickness by the
light's translucence. Practice using your fingers as a thickness gage to gauge the bowl thickness.

After you have cut down to the lower saddle curve, the entire bowl edge should be the
same thickness. If the thickness is not consistent, you can sand it to a constant thickness when
the bowl is dry. Turn the balance of bowl. Once you are past the lower saddle edge you will no
longer be able to see both interior and exterior surfaces. Try to keep the bowl the same
thickness as the edge as you cut down below the bottom saddle curve. Transition the interior
bottom bowl surface into a smooth round bottom. The bottom section of the bowl will usually
be much thicker than the edge.

Drying and Finishing

I have had good luck drying bowls in a paper bag. After 2 days, I take it out for 1 hour:l: and
put it back in. I repeat removing the bowl daily for 2 - 3 days and then just leave it out. The
bowls don't crack even with a thick bottom section.

After the bowl is dry, I use an elongated small jam chuck and hold it in place with the
tailstock in the original tailstock indentation. The base of the bowl is now elliptical. True it
round and fair it gently into the body of the bowl. Double ended calipers work well determining
the thickness of the bottom of the bowl. Cut the bottom of the bowl to the desired thickness. Do
not get too thin. More weight on the bowl bottom equates to better bowl stability.
Power sand the bowl bottom with lathe at 300 rpm. Carefully power sand the balance of bowl
up to lower saddle curve with a soft sponge rubber interface. With the lathe off, hand power
sand balance of bowl to at least 400 grit. I will typically sand to 1200 grit. Apply the finish of
choice, sand and/or buff. If you buff, the buffing wheel should spin away from the bark edge.
Hold the bowl carefully and press gently.
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ADDENDA

Tool Control and Tool Position

One of the wonderful aspects of wood turning is the saying "there are no absolute rules", i.e. do
it your way. The more I turn, the more I feel that this saying is incorrect when it comes to tool
sharpening and tool position.
Push Cut

A "push cut" is defined when the tip of the bowl gouge is pushed away from the turner. The tip
of the gouge should be at the lathe spindle centerline or slightly above. When the flute of the
bowl gouge is approximately 45 ° from vertical, the end of the gouge handle dropped below
lathe centerline and resting on your hip, the bevel of the gouge will touch the wood and the
gouge's cutting edge will be at 45 ° ::1:. Flute position and an upward sloping gouge typically
produce the optimum shear cut. See Sketch A.

Pull Cut

A "pull cut" is defined when the gouge is pulled toward the turner. The cut is made with the
side grind of the gouge and is a more aggressive cut than a push cut. The gouge is held with the
handle below the lathe centerline with the side of the fingernail grind rubbing against the wood.
Rotate the gouge until the fingernail edge begins to cut the wood and begin pulling the gouge
towards you. Optimum shear cut occurs when the cutting edge of the gouge is around 40° angle
to the tool rest. The cut occurs at the lathe spindle center line or slightly above. See Sketch B.
Optimum cutting (shear cutting) occurs when the gouge cutting edge meets the wood at a 45°
angle to the grain. The geometry of deep fluted bowl gouges typically requires that the handle
is dropped low and braced against the body. When hollowing the interior of a bowl, many times
the lathe bed typically will interfere with this gouge position and the gouge handle may have to
be raised. When this occurs, be careful to rub the bevel and keep the flute at 45° from the
vertical. See Sketch C.

When completing the cut at the bottom of the bowl, as the gouge approaches the bowl center,
roll the gouge so that the flute is horizontal and facing away from you. This will result in the
smoothest cut and the safest cut. The smoothest cut occurs when the end of the gouge handle is
below the lathe centerline. See Sketch D.

Pull cutting is more aggressive since a longer edge of steel is exposed to the wood. Conversely,
smaller gouges present less of a cutting edge on the wood and are generally safer. I personally
prefer to use smaller gouges for final cutting.
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