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Overview: 

 Alan lives and has his shop in Newland, NC. He is well known to 

CMW. He demonstrated for us in the past and recently did a TLC class 

on basic bowl turning at the Folk Art Center. He began turning in 1986. 

He is self-taught, having been introduced to the lathe when he needed 

to make replacement parts as a furniture restorer. Alan’s entire family 

was involved in the furniture industry but no one used the lathe so he 

was not forced to follow a family turning tradition. 

 Alan feels that woodturning is different from all other forms of 

woodworking. “It is similar to playing a musical instrument. You put in hours of practice, days 

and years of learning the art, listening to the sounds, looking at the shavings, and observe 

the profiles.”  All this is done to eventually make one able to produce each piece “without 

thinking.”  Turning is also similar to language – there is a vocabulary. The more one uses it 

the more comfortable and adept one becomes. Hopefully one also becomes more creative 

and expressive within the parameters 

of the medium. Alan looks “for an 

elegance of line and form as the pieces 

happen… curves that transition sensibly 

and smoothly, sometimes including 

textures that compliment or contrast a 

rugged rim or burl surface.”  His work is 

a process which is formed by years of 

experience at the lathe. 

 Alan’s work is on display in 

several Southern Highland Guild 

galleries, the Art and Heritage Gallery at the Grove Arcade in Asheville, NC, and the 

Crossnore Gallery in Linville, NC. 

 

Morning Session: 

 Alan began the morning session by discussing the procuring, processing, and turning 

of burls. Burls are of value to a limited number of people. 

Turners are especially interested both in local and exotic 

burls. Local burls can usually be free. Exotics can be very 

expensive. Cherry burls are the most common in our area. 

They appear like lumps on tree trunks and branches. Usually 

that portion of the wood on the opposite side of the burl is 

not useful to woodturners so it can be cut away. Then the 

burl half can be shaped prior to turning. Each burl needs to 

be evaluated to determine what can be turned from it. Some 

apparent burls are simply where tree limbs have rotted off 

and have bark inclusions. These may prove worthless. Some 

burls look terrible on the outside where the sapwood is but 



underneath may be beautiful. If the burl goes around the entire log it can be turned as 

such. Cracks in burls are usually not serious and can be repaired. This is in contrast to 

cracks in straight grained wood where they can ruin a piece and are very obvious. 

 Alan turned a natural edge cherry burl piece. He lined up the piece between centers 

using a 2-prong drive center so that the rim of the piece had a pleasing appearance. The 

piece should not appear unbalanced unless the turner plans it that way. As Alan said, “If you 

break a rule, especially in design and balancing, break it big time and it will appear that the 

rule was not really broken.”  Alan determined the lathe speed by increasing it until there 

was vibration and then backing off. 

 The piece was shaped using a side grind bowl gouge. The tailstock should be 

tightened frequently, especially with wet wood because it shrinks during 

the turning process. (When turning burl pieces it is important to reveal the 

figure.) Alan turned a tenon on the tailstock end. It is good to retain the 

center mark made by the tailstock so that reversing the piece is easier and 

permits it to run as true as possible. Alan feels that the wetter the wood 

the better. It is easier to turn. In fact, he sometimes soaks the piece in 

water for days prior to turning. 

 Alan placed the piece on the chuck. He did not hollow it due to the 

“boredom factor.” (When tightening the chuck, do so on both sides.) He 

shaped the neck of the piece first because that 

is the area one sees initially when viewing a 

piece. Alan made light cuts  to achieve the final shape. He 

refined the transition of the neck into the body of the piece  

with a spindle gouge. Alan did all further shaping with the bowl 

gouge. He used both push and pull cuts – actually these are the 

same cut depending on which side of the gouge the turner stands 

on. Before removing the piece from the chuck, Alan marked the 

position of the #1 Jaw so the piece can be placed back on the 

chuck in the same position.  

 The next step is hollowing. When hollowing, Alan uses the Lyle 

Jamieson system with the laser. Burl pieces should not be turned too thin. 

If turned to 1/16th inch they will probably be unstable and come apart. 

After hollowing, the piece would be reverse turned to form the foot. The 

foot should be undercut or recessed because it will warp. Once warped the 

rim on the base can be sanded so that the piece sits squarely. 

 Alan then showed what one could get out of a piece of burl that 

really looks nearly useless. Small bowls, hollow forms, and bottle stoppers 

could be made so that the burl is not wasted. The size of some pieces is 

determined by their weight. They cannot be too large because the weight 

precludes carrying them out of the woods. They need to be cut into usable 

and transportable sizes on site. This eliminates waste and maximizes 

usage. When sizing pieces one needs to know what is going to be turned. 

This also will cut down waste. 

 Next Alan placed a small natural edge piece between centers. He balanced the high 

and low bark areas so that they were equal on both sides. First the high points were 

balanced and then the low points. Often when lining up these points the piece is out of 



balance weight-wise, thus lathe speed needs to be reduced. (When turning burls if you hear 

a change in sound – any sound – turn the lathe off and look. If you don’t, the piece might 

come apart due to internal defects.)  Again Alan set the lathe speed just under the speed 

where the lathe began to vibrate, wobble, or shake. When beginning to turn a piece, ease 

into it because the wood will probably be out of round. It is necessary to observe the 

profile of the shape while turning. When nearing the top one must cut down hill to prevent 

chipping off the natural edge bark. At this point the alignment of the piece should be 

rechecked. Align the lower edges of the bark, not the upper edges in case the bark comes 

off. Then Alan made the tenon and refined the shape further. When making a natural edge 

bowl, it is important to not have too much wood on the lower portion of the piece in order to 

prevent the finished piece from being bottom heavy. When shaping remove all saw cut marks 

and then determine the final rough shape. Alan reversed the piece and placed it on the 

chuck. This completed the morning demonstration. 

 

Afternoon Session: 

 Work continued on the small natural edge cherry burl bowl. 

Alan did not use the tailstock. He refined outside of the piece with 

the bowl gouge starting at the rim. Alan made step cuts down the 

sides of the piece to create the final silhouette. These were then 

removed and the surface finalized. All flat spots or bumps were 

eliminated. (It is a good idea to step back from the work to get a 

better view of the entire surface of the piece.)  To finalize the 

surface near the chuck Alan employed shear scraping using a very 

light touch. Then he hollowed the piece. (When making larger bowls 

the upper wall is thinner down to the point where there is no bark 

around the bowl. Alan does this because the rim dries quickly, 

especially when spinning.) As soon as possible, angle the tool rest into 

the piece. This minimizes overhang of the tool on the rest and 

increases tool stability.  

 To get the final wall thickness use 

a light cut and cut near the tip of the tool. First line the bevel 

up with the wall of the bowl and then gently push the tool into 

the wood. If this does not give a satisfactory cut, a turner can 

use a dedicated gouge with straight side walls. The left side of 

this gouge can be used to make the cut as long as the flute is 

straight up. The traditional grind works best with this tool. 

Sharpening is easy. It is done on a 

flat plate, the same as a roughing 

gouge. This tool can only go down 

to where the wall curves toward 

the bottom. Another gouge with a 

blunter grind of 60 degrees can be used to do the lower 

interior wall surface and the bottom. 

 To reverse turn the natural edge bowl, Alan used a 

friction drive chuck. A vacuum chuck may work on some 

pieces. Under normal circumstances Alan sands the outside 



before hollowing. And he sands the inside before reverse turning. Alan flash dries the 

surface with a heat gun before sanding. He measured the bottom thickness before reverse 

turning. He allowed about the same thickness on the bottom as on the walls of the piece. 

Alan measured with a flex ruler available at Harbor Freight for about 99 cents. (Buy a 

dozen and leave them all around the shop because probably most of them will end up lost.) 

When turning the foot leave a stub where the live center is. This stub should have a very 

narrow neck. The neck should not be where the stub enters the foot but a short distance 

out toward the live center. This short distance will prevent tear-out of the base of the bowl 

when the stub is broken off. This completed the small natural edge cherry burl bowl. Alan 

plans to finish it later and return it for the CMW auction in September 2008. 

 Next Alan showed several large pieces of burl that, 

due to their interesting natural shape, he had not turned but 

carved. Bark removal can be done by pressure washing the 

pieces. If this is unsuccessful soaking the entire piece in 

water for a couple of weeks can help the bark come off more 

easily. Much of Alan’s carving is done with King Arthur brand 

tools that use small chain saw-type cutters. Some pieces of 

burl may have the natural edge nearly all the way around but 

there may be a section where it was cut. That section can be 

made to replicate the natural edge by taking another natural 

edge piece and tracing its outline on the flat area, then 

cutting the traced outline using small carvers. This will 

greatly enhance the natural edge appearance of the piece.  

 Next Alan used a burl cap to turn a natural edge winged 

bowl. He located the center of the flat side of the cap. It might 

not be the true center but it should be the point that gives the 

most pleasing design to the piece after turning. On the opposite 

side he flattened a small area in which to position the live center. 

A hole was previously drilled at the marked center on the flat 

side of the cap and the piece placed on a screw chuck. Alan trued 

up the headstock side. This will be the top of the bowl. He 

turned a tenon on the tailstock side. This will be the bottom of 

the bowl. Alan marked the center so that later the bowl could be 

reversed and easily centered to run true. The undersurface 

(outside) of the bowl below the wing 

was shaped, as was the underside of 

the wing. (Care must be taken to avoid arm contact with the 

wing as it spins.) Alan took the piece off the screw chuck and 

placed the tenon in the jaws. Then he turned the top surface 

of the wing. The bowl wall thickness was determined and it was 

hollowed. The rim should be the same or less than the wing 

thickness. The bottom and walls should be about the same 

thickness. If the bottom is too thick in comparison to the walls 

and wings the piece may crack even two or three years later if 

there is a marked, sudden change in humidity or if the piece is 

moved to a new location with a dramatic climate difference. 



The piece would now be sanded, reversed, and the bottom finished. 

 Alan then showed some texturing techniques he 

uses on the burl rims. He demonstrated this with 

different power carving tools. He also discussed options 

that can be used in turning pieces and in surface 

treatments. Use what is available. If it starts out 

beautiful, leave it alone. If it is somewhat less than 

desirable, change and improve it. Turn the piece so that 

it looks good. Finish it, texture it, or carve it to make it 

great. 

 Bark appearance can reveal something about the burl. The 

annular ring burl has bark that looks like the rest of the tree. The 

figured, eye burl has crazy looking bark compared to the bark on 

other areas of the tree. Healed over branch locations generally do 

not make good burls. 

 Alan then discussed crotch pieces. They should be cut 

lengthwise through the pith on each section of the Y shape. Once 

rough cut, they should be heavily waxed. The best figure is near the 

pith and extends outward for maybe two inches on each side 

depending on the size of the tree. If the crotch piece is turned to 

get a natural edge, the figure will be in the bottom. If the piece is 

reversed the figure will be near the top. Do not cut the blank round until it is to be turned. 

 In conclusion – If you want to become a good and 

proficient turner you need to do one thing – TURN – TURN – 

TURN. Learn from your mistakes because when you finally make a 

great piece, it is only because of all the mistakes you previously 

made. 

 This concluded a great demonstration and one from which 

we can all learn something. A DVD of this demo will be available 

in the club library in January 2008. Much more will be on the 

DVD than I was able to include in this write-up.  

              


