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Morning Session: 

 
After John Hill introduced him, Mike provided a more complete 
introduction of himself while taking a couple of pictures of the 
CMW audience. He said that he needed the pictures to prove 
to his wife that people would actually come out to see him on a 
rainy Saturday. He is originally from California and currently 
resides in Utah. He has a degree in wood science. He and his 
wife raise chickens, and have an organic garden. They make and 
grow their own food and he also makes wine and is a bird 
watcher. Mike passed around a wood dish with knife cuts that 
he uses on a daily basis. He does not put a finish on the utility 
items that he and his family uses. His items are reasonably priced based on an hourly rate (wood 
costs + hourly rate + other costs = wholesale prices). Mike shared some postcards that he sends to 
galleries with his pieces that include directions for the care and cleaning of his pieces. He stated 
that the cards all come from recycled material. He gets his wood from the local municipality after 
they cut down a tree. He uses the wood instead of it going into the landfill. Someone asked a 
question about the sanitary nature of raw wood. Mike stated that food’s natural oils act as 

preservatives. However, for utility items that he sells, he 
coats them with Walnut oil. Mike mentioned that he had a 
well-known chef contact him about producing bowls for him 
without a finish. He wanted them unfinished so that as they 
ground herbs up in the bowl the wood would retain the aroma. 
Utility pieces are pieces that he sells for food use (i.e. bowls, 
plates, platters, etc.). 
 
Mike turns on a daily basis. He tries to turn as efficiently as 
possible. His greatest expense is abrasive papers. He tries to 
minimize the use of these with good cutting techniques. The 

tools he uses come from regular woodturning suppliers like Packard and Craft Supply. He talked 
about cutting and sharpening and said there is information on YouTube (www.youtube.com) under 
woodturning, tools and grinding that have several how-to 
videos. The two basic grinds are the traditional grind that 
has squared off wings and the fingernail grind with its wings 
swept back. The length of the wings is determined by each 
turner. Mike showed one gouge that he uses exclusively for 
shear scraping. In Mike’s opinion the ideal grind angle is 45° 
but he prefers a 40º angle for both the tip and wings. A 
shallow grind does not make for a good cutting tool. Mike 
does not use a jig for sharpening because he feels that they 
keep you from sharpening as frequently as you should. When he sharpens by hand he holds the 
gouge near the tip and by the steel shaft just before the handle.  Holding the tool in this manner 



allows for better control and keeps the tool raised. He grinds the same angle on the tip and wings. 
As he is sharpening he keeps his body out of the way to get a nice, smooth movement of the tool 
against the grinding stone. He moves from one side past the tip and finishes up on the other side. 
He also creates a secondary bevel by grinding off the sharp edge between the bottom of the bevel 
and the shaft, resulting in a shorter bevel length. This shorter length produces less surface 
tension, does not burnish the wood fibers, and allows him more travel into the bowl. Bevels should 
always be concave, as produced by a grinder, or flat. They should never be convex. Another reason 
for not using a jig is that woodturners have a tendency to end on the tip of the tool and have the 
wings become the leading edge instead of the tip. Mike utilizes a Vicmarc lathe and chucks for 
production work. He has other lathes set up for special functions, such as vacuum chucking, etc. 
 
First Project: Calabash Bowl 

 
A calabash bowl does not have a foot for a base - it is a 
continuous curve. The term “calabash” comes from the 
Polynesian word for gourd. For this project Mike used a 14” 
Ambrosia Maple blank. He mounted the piece on a screw chuck, 
brought the tail stock up to the piece, and set the lathe on a 
slow speed to start. Mike used a 5/8” bowl gouge with a 
fingernail grind to shape the exterior. He stood off to one side 
when starting the lathe and roughing out the piece. As he 
removed material and it became more in balance, he increased 
the lathe speed. Mike started roughing out the piece from 
what would be the bottom (closest to the tailstock) of the 
piece and added a tenon for the piece to be placed into the 
chuck. He removed the entire cambium layer of the wood because its finish becomes dull when 
dried. For his utility pieces, glue and wood do not mix and he turns defects and cracks out of the 
piece. He only uses glue to fill in the holes that are present in Ambrosia Maple and other like woods. 
The bottom included a tenon that represented an approximate diameter of 40% of the overall 
diameter of the largest diameter of the piece. He does this for safety. He included an additional ¼” 
of material to allow the bottom curve of the bowl to be a continuous sweep. Also, the chuck must 
seat squarely against the wood, forming the base of the tenon, to provide stability to the piece and 
hold it securely. This is more important than the jaw clamping around the tenon.  
 
Mike reversed and remounted the piece in the chuck and removed the pith and any cracks from the 

top edge of the piece. He then used his designated 5/8” bowl gouge 
ground for shear scraping to refine the final outside shape. The wings 
are ground back about 1-1/2” along the shaft. The shear scraper does 
not hold an edge as long as when using the gouge for cutting because 
there is no riding the bevel. All of the cutting is performed with the 
winged edge of the gouge. Mike emphasized that you should always keep 
the handle pressed against your body and you should never guide the 
gouge by the handle with your hand. Before he starts the scraping 
process, he positions himself in a comfortable position. As he makes the 
scrape across the piece he will just about fall over to maintain 
handle/body contact until he finishes. Since he was not going to sand 



the demonstration piece, he had to maintain good tool control and technique. 
 
The coring process requires the woodturner to determine 
how many bowls will be cored out of the piece of wood and 
mark their locations. Mike uses the McNaughton center saver 
system because he finds it to be more versatile than the 
Oneway system. The jig fits into the tool rest support. The 
jig has four posts that allow for three tool positions and a 
stop that is positioned over the tool. During the coring 
process the tool is positioned in one of these slots with the 
tool held up against the stop. The height of the jig is set 
with the cutter tool set to cut at the center of the piece. 
With the top of the bowl flat, Mike marked the piece for a 
10% wall thickness before starting the coring process. Then 
he started by hollowing out the center of the blank. This 
allows him to establish the angle of cut and then he selects the tool cutter blade that will reach the 
bottom and create a bowl blank without cutting too deep or too shallow. Mike did not use the handle 
but did bring one that he cut shorter. The reason for the shorter handle or no handle is because 
the weight of the handle pulls the tool down away from the stop. Before starting the lathe, Mike 

checked to determine that everything was tight, and he then 
placed the tool into the jig with the cutter tip just shy of 
touching the wood. He started the lathe and pushed the tool 
into the wood. After cutting a short distance, he pulled the 
tool completely out of the wood and widened the cut by 
moving the cutter 1/8” to the left. This cut allowed the chips 
to clear out of the cut groove. He continued the cut deeper, 
pulled out, moved the tool to the left, and enlarged the 
groove by 1/8”. He continued this process until the cut 

reached the bottom and the bowl popped out. Mike stated that McNaughton is coming out with a 
mini set for the mini lathe. 
 
With the 5/8” fingernail gouge, Mike hollowed out the center of the bowl almost to the bottom. He 
utilized a light to gauge the thickness as he cut deeper into the bowl. For the last portion of the 
hollowing process, he switched to a 3/8” traditional 
grind bowl gouge so that the curve can be completed 
without the gouge shaft rubbing against the bowl rim, 
thus stopping the cut. The combination of the smaller 
gouge and the traditional grind allowed for the tool to 
cut smoother without the bevel causing lines in the 
wood’s surface lines. Mike spent a considerable amount 
of time perfecting the shape and getting a consistent 
wall thickness. Upon completing the inside of the bowl 
he created a jam chuck.  
 
Mike discussed the three types of chucks that can be 
used to finish the bottom. At his studio he uses a vacuum chuck which allows complete access to the 



bottom of the bowl. You could use a drum chuck which holds the bowl away from the head stock by 
using a piece of wood as a spacer clamped in a mechanical chuck and the tail stock brought up to 
hold the bowl against the wood/chuck. This does not allow you to turn the full bottom because the 
tail stock cannot be removed. The third chucking option is the jam chuck which uses another piece 
of wood that is placed in the mechanical chuck. The jam chuck is created by turning a ledge that 
fits snugly to the inside diameter of the bowl and has a stopping point for the bowl lip to rest 
against. Mike created the jam chuck and brought the tail stock up against the tenon for the initial 
turning. He stated that you should use the tail stock as long 
as possible for safety. When he started to do the final 
shaping of the bottom, he removed the tail stock, allowing 
full access to the bottom, which he finished with a shear 
scrape. 
 
Afternoon Session: 

 
Mike started the afternoon by showing how to turn the cored 
out bowl blank. Place the piece with the top of the core facing the head stock and bring up the head 
stock. Shape the bowl and create a tenon for reversal of the piece into a chuck. The tenon is only 
cut to a depth of 1/8” which is sufficient to hold the bowl blank in the chuck. Once reversed, hollow 
out the bowl and complete the project. 
 
Second Project: Urns 

 
Mike does urns for humans, dogs, cats, and even horses. 
It is important to know the volume needed for the ashes 
that will occupy the inner space. An urn is a lidded vessel 
with a threaded lid. The urn is a reverse bell shape 
except for the small opening in the top. The shape starts 
with a raised area that will become the neck and tapers 
down to widest point of the urn which is located about a 
quarter of the way down. The shape then tapers to a 
small diameter base. Mike does the urn in three steps: 1) 
turn and hollow the urn itself, 2) turn and thread an 

insert that he fits into the raised neck, and 3) turn a lid with a finial and matching threads. The 
project is started on the screw chuck with the screw inserted into the end grain. Between the 
centers turning cannot be used for this particular project because it would damage the neck. 
Before drilling the hole for the screw chuck, Mike determined which end of the wood has the most 
figure and/or appeal. This is because this is what will be viewed first by most people. Mike started 
turning the outside by shaping the piece and cutting from high to low while creating a tenon on the 
bottom. Before reversing the piece into the chuck he sands the outside starting with 180-grit and 
finishing up with 320-grit. On bowls, plates, and platters he will power sand a piece up to 600-grit. 
For pieces that he does for demonstrations he will sand up to 320-grit. 
 
After Mike completes the abrasive work, the 
piece is reversed and placed into the chuck for 
the urn to be hollowed. The urn does not need to 



be perfectly smooth on the inside but the wall thickness does needs to be consistent. To start the 
hollowing process he used a spindle gouge to shape the 
neck and then drill a hole to the appropriate the depth. 
He widens the drilled hole with the spindle gouge and 
then switches to the Kelton hollowing tool. He likes this 
tool because when it hits the bottom of the drilled 
hole, which is end grain, the tool stops cutting. He 
follows the hollowing procedure of cutting small 
swatches starting from the top, following the drilled 
hole down to the bottom. He then comes back to the 

top to widen the interior in another pass to the bottom, and completes the hollowing at the wider 
top section of the urn. He periodically stops hollowing to clean out the shavings from the interior. 
The final cut is to smooth out the interior wall as much as possible to achieve the final, uniform 
thickness. He completes the inside hollowing by cutting a taper on the inside of the neck opening 
creating a “V” shape to accept the insert. 
 
The next step is to reverse the urn to complete the 
bottom. Mike turned a friction chuck from scrap 
wood into a cone shape to fit into the top of the urn 
that has the tapered “V” shape. The urn’s top is 
placed against the friction chuck and the tail stock is 
brought up and placed in the previous center’s 
indented hole. The base is then finished with an 
undercut design and completes the side curve down 
to the base for a continuous flow. The piece is then 
sanded before removal from the lathe and the nib is 
removed and lightly sanded to blend it into the 
bottom. The urn itself is now complete and the threading and top need to be turned. 
 

The threading is performed on two separate pieces: 1) the collar that is 
inserted into the urn’s neck, and 2) the actual cap. The cap can be a small lid 
or a finial. The threading will be accomplished with a male and female thread 
chasing tool and that comes in three “threads per inch (tpi)” configuration: 
10, 16, and 24. For the demonstration urn, 
Mike uses the 16tpi chasers. Boxwood is the 
wood that Mike uses most often. Other woods 

that work well include holly, olivewood, rosewood, and other similar 
species. The collar is created by turning a cylinder and using a 
parting tool to make it fit the opening of the urn. No measuring tool 
is used for making the collar fit. The collar diameter is cut to fit 
into the “V” shaped taper so that it is not visible when glued into the 
urn. Once it is turned to fit, it is then parted off from the cylinder with a thickness of 
approximately 1/8” not including the section that was just fitted into the urn’s opening. The chuck 
jaws are then changed to pin jaws and the parted end that fits into the urn is inserted into the 
jaws. The exposed top is cleaned up and the hole drilled with the spindle gouge. The inside wall must 
be 90º to the top edge. The inside edge of the collar is tapered. The lathe speed is reduced to 



around 400 rpm and the thread chaser will be moved across the wood in a continuous, circular 
motion striking at an angle. Before striking the wood with the chaser, perform practice circular 
movements and then ease the tool into the wood with continuous flow and speed. Once the thread is 
established the chaser tool will be brought parallel to the inside surface to create the threads 

down the entire inside of the collar.  
 
Mike used Blackwood for the finial and stated that if he has 
square stock he turns it into a dowel and lets it dry. Otherwise 
it will warp after the finial and threading is complete and will 
not screw in or out of the urn. To create the threads, use a 
parting tool to create a recess space behind where the threads 
will be chased and make a taper on the outside edge. This 
allows the chaser to be moved without damaging the threads by 

stopping if it hits the dowel’s full diameter. Use the other chaser tool 
and follow the same procedure as performed to thread the collar. 
Verify that the threads are the right diameter by testing the fit with 
the collar. If the collar does not fit, chase the threads a little further 
until you have the fit desired. Scrape lightly over the threads to 
soften the points to reduce the chance of future thread breakage. To 
turn the finial, Mike made a chuck with female threads. He then 
screwed the threaded blank into it and turned the finial. He finishes 
his urns with walnut oil and a topcoat of lacquer. Mike charges between 
$250.00 and $275.00 for a small urn. 
 
General discussion: 

 
Mike discussed how to establish the dimensions of the bases of bowls 
and platters in relation to their diameter. Bowls require a 35% to 70% base to the bowl’s diameter, 

a platter requires 50% to 70% to its diameter to prevent rocking, and 
plates and trays require 80% to 90% to their diameter. 
 
In addition, the blank should be quarter sawn with the cut starting 
from just past the pith toward the outside of the log. Quarter sawn 
logs allow four pieces to be cut from a log at 90º from each other. 
The next best cut is flat sawn which runs between the outside edges 
of the log just above or below the pith. The flat sawn log will result in 
two pieces. 
 
Mike discussed finishes that should be considered for utility pieces. 
No finish should be applied that sits on top of the wood, such a 

lacquers, polyurethanes, etc. Only penetrating oils should be used. When these finishes fully cure 
they are not toxic and they are easily restored by the owner/users. Mike utilizes walnut oil but 
prefers no finish. Other oils that are good to use are Danish, nut, olive, mineral, Tung, and boiled 
linseed. 
 
Third Project: Platter 



 
The next project he demonstrated was to finish a partially turned Claro Walnut platter that he 

mounted on a screw chuck. He started by truing up the piece and 
cutting out any defects (i.e. cracks, etc.).  The goal for a platter is to 
keep it simple so the design does not clash or detract from the wood’s 
grain or figure. Mike marked the base’s recess diameter and made the 
cuts with a spindle gouge. The inside of the base recess is convex to 
provide some thickness in the base of the platter. He sands the piece 
by reversing the lathe’s direction for every other grit. Mike uses a 
ceramic paper (3M) that is more abrasive and lasts longer. It is 
available from “The Sanding Glove.”  At home Mike sprays the piece 
with water to raise the grain and then re-sands with the last grit 

used. The piece is then reversed so that he can work on the top of the platter. He cuts in a 
transition detail between the hollowed inner area and the rim. The goal is to leave a continuous 
curve through to the center. He sands the top and the piece is completed. The piece is now ready to 
be finished. 
 
Fourth Project: Coring 

 
Mike placed a bark encrusted piece of cherry burl between centers. He 
turned the outside shape while adjusting it so that it lined up with the 
natural edge. He cut a large tenon on the bottom to withstand the stress 
of coring multiple bowls. He finished the outside by cutting from the 
natural edge toward the base and finished with a shear scrape. Mike’s goal 
for this demonstration was to cut all the bowls before separating each one 
from the master blank. Mike set-up the McNaughton center saver system 
to cut the largest bowl first and cut approximately three quarters of the 
way into the blank. He repositioned the center saver cutter for the next 
bowl and again cut approximately three quarters of the way down. He 
moved the cutter again closer to the center and switched cutters to a larger curve cutter and cut 
approximately three quarters of the way down. He repositioned the cutter one last time and this 
time cut all the way through to release the bowl. He then stepped up to each previous cut and 
finished the cuts releasing each bowl, smaller to larger. Then for each bowl that he cored out he 
placed it between centers, reshaped the bowl, cut a small tenon (approximately 1/16”), reversed and 
placed the bowl’s tenon into the chuck, and completed by hollowing out the bowl. Once the bowls are 
turned he lets them dry for four to seven days before applying the finish. He only applies finish to 
dry pieces. 
 
Conclusion: 

 
The demonstration provided by Mike was packed with projects, 
information on various topics, plenty of show and tell, plenty of 
questions, and humor. Besides what could be better than 
watching a professional of Mike’s caliber sending wood shavings 
from the instant gallery all the way into the audience. I believe 



that Mike produced more shavings than any demonstrator in the last three years. It was an exciting 
day. Thank you, Mike. 


