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John Jordan 

by Bob Gunther 

 

Overview: 

 John Jordan is from Cane Ridge, Tennessee. He is well known for his textured and 

carved hollow vessels. Over the past twenty years his work has been featured in nearly 

every major turning exhibition and he has received numerous awards. Examples of his work 

are found in the permanent collections of over twenty museums 

and in many corporate and private collections as well. 

 Being in great demand as a demonstrator and teacher, 

John has traveled extensively throughout the US, Canada, the 

UK, France, Japan, New Zealand, and Australia. He teaches 

several weeks a year at Arrowmont School of Arts and Crafts 

and the Anderson Ranch. He is the author of numerous articles 

on his work and has produced three instructional woodturning 

videos. 

 John’s pieces are initially turned on the lathe from 

fresh green timbers using a number of techniques and tools 

that he evolved over the years. He then hand cars and textures 

each piece using a variety of hand and small powered tools. This 

process is quite labor intensive and can take days or even weeks to complete. There is little 

room for error-- one slip in the carving process can ruin the piece. John finishes most of his 

pieces, including those that are dyed, with a light acrylic (finish).  

 

Morning Session: 

 John began his demonstration with a power point 

presentation featuring the evolution of his hollow forms over the 

past twenty years. He showed many turned, carved and textured 

examples. John uses green wood exclusively. He turns the pieces 

from start to finish. He dries some before carving and/or 

texturing. John uses a variety of woods; including maple, apple, 

cherry, mesquite, ash, koa, English walnut, honey locust, box 

elder, big leaf maple burl, other burls, oak, hackberry, and 

camphor. John orients the piece prior to turning in order to 

enhance the final results. Dying and bleaching of plain grained 

woods produce dramatic effects. Burls used in these projects 

can be very interesting and add greatly to the overall appearance of the pieces. 

 After the slide show, John gave a short discussion on the set up and care of the 

lathe. The height of the lathe spindle should be about elbow level. The tool rest should be 

smooth so tools can ride on a relatively friction-free surface. The bed of the lathe should 

be maintained with WD-40 or a similar product. This is especially true when turning green, 

wet wood. The cam undersurface of the tool rest should be cleaned and lubricated so that 

moving it can be nearly effortless and not time consuming. The headstock spindle should be 

cleaned before putting in the drive center. This should also be done with the tailstock and 

live center. 



 To begin the demonstration John mounted a piece of side-grain apple between 

centers. John emphasized the importance of cutting one’s own timber in order to have 

control over the grain placement and configuration. He keeps select pieces of wood wrapped 

in plastic in his freezer if turning is delayed after cutting. John 

always starts his turnings between centers. This permits him to 

alter the position of the piece and take advantage of sap wood 

orientation and any interesting grain configuration. Rather than 

initially forming a cylinder John begins shaping the piece on the 

corner. This enables him to make smooth cuts with less effort. 

To do this shaping, John uses a side grind bowl gouge. He does 

not hone, but he does use a jig and grinds before the tool is dull. 

 John left a small waste area on the tailstock end of the 

piece. Then he rough shaped the top of the piece. After this 

initial shaping the piece could be shifted to better utilize grain or any other significant 

features of the piece. Once John defined the final profile, he shaped the foot of the vessel 

to accept a faceplate or chuck. Unfortunately some turners allow the shape of the foot or 

the way it is held on the lathe dictate the final shape of the lower portion of the piece. 

John carefully allows extra room or a step-off area on the foot prior to using the faceplate 

or chuck. The size of the vessel generally dictates whether to use a faceplate or chuck. The 

heavier and/or larger pieces usually warrant the use of a faceplate. Using a chuck increases 

the length of the work-piece from the headstock and can lead 

to some instability. In today’s demonstration John used a 

Stronghold chuck. The tenon needs to fit firmly on the jaws. 

John turns a tenon diameter so that the jaws stay within the 

diameter of the chuck body in order to prevent hand or 

knuckle injury. When the chuck is attached to the headstock, 

it should be “snugged” up, not “snapped” on. After the piece is 

in the chuck and on the lathe, John refines the final shape 

using a finish cut. He emphasized the importance of having as 

perfect a final finish as possible before he does any carving or 

texturing. A smooth surface is necessary for the proper layout 

of any surface design prior to carving. John uses a slip-stone 

to raise a burr on his two-ended scraper prior to doing the final shear scrape. The scraper 

is held at a 45-degree angle. The use of this tool achieves two goals – final shape and a 

smooth surface.  

 This completed the morning demonstration. 

 

Afternoon Session: 

 John continued his demonstration using the apple piece he 

turned during the morning session. He made the edge of the lip of 

the top round. Then he formed a dimple in the center of the 

vessel opening. He used a long drill bit to drill to the piece’s pre-

determined depth. John held the drill bit with “vise-grip” pliers. 

Next John used a hollowing tool he designed to begin the 

hollowing process. The cutter of the tool is a three-sixteenths 

inch round nosed scraper. John used a straight tool with the same 



cutter first. Then he used the hook tool. Even though the tool has a hook shape, the cutting 

tip is on the center line of the tool. The hook tool allows John to hollow under the rim or the 

lip and then down the inside of the piece. He alternates between using the straight and hook 

tools. /this permits a stepwise progression toward 

the bottom of the piece. (At this point the vessel is 

not even close to its final wall thickness.) John 

emphasized the importance of keeping the tool tip in 

constant contact with the wood to assure a uniform 

cut and to prevent grabbing. Shavings need to be 

evacuated frequently or the tool will hang up. After 

John had the piece hollowed to about an even three-

quarter inch wall 

thickness, he refined and 

smoothed up the interior 

wall. This was still not the 

final thickness. It was 

about twice the final thickness. 

  Next John created the final wall thickness about two 

inches deep into the vessel. He called this the reference 

thickness and he stressed the importance of repeatedly 

measuring the thickness as progression is 

made toward the bottom. Prior to making 

the final thickness, John once again emphasized that the tool must be 

sharp and the tool rest and tool shank should waxed to allow feeling 

the cut and preventing the tool from rubbing on the tool rest. As John approached the 

bottom of the piece, he measured at each level and he also 

measured the next, thicker area. This completed the shaping and 

hollowing of the piece. Then it was time to turn the bottom. 

Using a jam chuck on the headstock, John once again placed the 

vessel between centers. He used a detail gouge to shape the 

slightly concave foot. Then he removed the small remaining 

nubbin and smoothed the area hand with a gouge. 

 John then turned his attention to carving and texturing. 

He drew pencil lines across the top to divide the piece in half. 

Then he turned it 90-degress and marked again. This produced 

four divisions. Then he divided each of these in two producing eight 

divisions. John drew lines to connect the marks at the top to those 

on the bottom. A spiral pattern could also be formed. John does not 

carve green wood because that may lead to cracking along the carved 

grooves. Texturing can be done on green pieces. Any decorative 

handles or feet should be done when the piece is green. 

 To demonstrate his texturing techniques, John chose a 

previously turned and now dry piece 

detailed with a pencil to give a rope 

pattern on two opposing sides. He 

used a reciprocating carving tool to 



form v-cuts on each side of one of the ropes. Following this, he used an air powered die 

grinder with “aluma-cut” rotary bur to remove wood on each side of the rope. This made the 

rope stand out from the piece. Good lighting is essential when carving; it is important to be 

able to adjust the light to provide side lighting. 

 John showed a selection of wire brushes he uses to 

simulate sand blasting of the wood surface. He stated that 

the wire brush should scratch out the soft grain but should 

not scratch the hard grain area. Hand brushes and rotary 

brushes can be used. It is vital that the brush is appropriate 

or effective on the particular wood being worked. 

 John often uses files to define carving lines. 

Sandpaper with a stick 

back can be applied to 

sticks to clean up carved 

surfaces. John 

emphasized the 

importance of not skimping on sandpaper. He goes 

through all the grits and between grits he wets the wood 

to raise the grain. 

 To achieve the hammered texturing, John uses a 

reciprocating carving tool with a ball-point tip. Moving the 

tool and varying the pressure achieves different effects.  

 This concluded an excellent and very well 

attended demonstration. A DVD will be available in the club library in October 2007. (The 

September meeting on the fourth Saturday of the month, is the club auction. The library 

will not be open on that day.) 

           


