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Binh Pho Demonstrates for CMW 

By Anthony Napoli, CMW 
Photographs by Tina Collison 

 
Morning Session: 

 
John Hill introduced Binh Pho as coming to us from Vietnam, St. Louis, 
and Chicago, where he currently lives. Binh wrote a book about his life 
that included his escape from Vietnam. Binh shared that when he lived 
in St. Louis he attended a woodturning demonstration and then took a 
hands-on class. He stated that everything a person needs to learn 
about woodturning comes from learning how to spindle turn. If a 
person becomes an expert spindle turner, then he has all the skills and 
techniques to perform other types of woodturning. He talked about 
turning a bowl blank round and being beat up from the chattering and 
bouncing when the gouge hits the end grain. He stepped back and thought it through and realized by 
looking at the blank, that the grain runs parallel to the lathe bed and perpendicular to the head 
stock. He determined that if a person treated it like a spindle and cut with the grain that would 
eliminate the chattering and bouncing. 
 

With a piece of Box Elder mounted in the lathe, with the bark facing 
the head stock, he started to remove material from the edge moving 
outward. With each successive cut he started progressively moving 
closer to the center and continuing to cut toward the outside edge. 
He had very little bounce or chatter as he cut using this method. 
Binh starts the cut with the flute fully open (12:00) and brings the 
gouge in slowly until he finds the leading edge of the blank. Once 
contact is made he rotates the 
gouge counter-clockwise to 
approximately the 10:00 position 

and starts to make his cut towards the edge. The speed is set 
slow and as he balances the piece he increases the speed. For 
demonstrations he turns at a slower speed for safety. Binh 
moves the tool rest closer as the spacing increases between the 
tool rest and the wood blank. He stopped the lathe to show that 
if the gouge does not cut when you rotate the blank by hand then 
you either do not have the bevel touching or the gouge is dull. When he started woodturning, 
sharpening jigs were not available and it forced him to learn how to sharpen by hand. 
 
Binh stated that if you have a catch or make an error of any kind, do not continue, but stop the 
lathe. Review what you did and why it created the catch or error and learn from it. If you do not 
stop and learn, you will continue to make the same error again and again. As Binh removes wood from 
the blank he showed that he frequently moves the tool in an arc as if it was being pivoted from a 
single point on the tool rest. 
 
Chucks: The correct way to mount your blank in the major brands. 
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1. Stronghold has straight jaws with serrated teeth that 
bite into the tenon wall. For the strongest hold ensure 
that the shoulder is cut at a 90º angle to the tenon.  

 
2. Vicmarc uses a dovetail shape for its jaws. Cut the tenon 

with the same type of shoulder that is cut for the 
Stronghold and then cut a dovetail angle that matches 
the jaws angle. 

 
3. Nova chucks have a curved dovetail shape for the jaws. 

If you cut a dovetail then the blank only contacts at the 
point of the dovetail tip. Cut the tenon as you would for the Stronghold, then take a skew 
and make a recess at the tenon/shoulder intersection. 

 
Note: For all three chucks the tenon must not be cut too long where it will bottom out and 
not allow the shoulder to seat. It is better to leave some space between the bottom of the 
tenon and the bottom of the jaws. If these suggestions are followed the chance of the 
blank coming out of the chuck is greatly reduced, if not eliminated. At home he uses a 
Oneway lathe. 

 
As he prepared to turn the piece around and mount it into the chuck, he discussed finishing the 

outside. With the wood being turned between centers, there will 
be some deviation when it is reversed and mounted into the chuck. 
Since the axis will be slightly different, the final cuts on the 
outside should be made after the piece has been reversed and 
mounted into the chuck. 
 
While Binh cleaned up the outside he was talking about those of us 
who want to make money turning utility pieces. He stated that you 
cannot make a living turning bowls that sell for $29.00. One of the 
few turners that have made money turning utility pieces is Mike 
Mahoney because he can turn a bowl in as little as ten minutes. Binh 

talked about his progression through the hobby of woodturning. He started turning his bowls with 
thinner and thinner walls and people still used them to store wrapped candy or added lights inside. 
So he started to cut holes in his pieces to stop people from putting stuff inside them and using 
them as utility pieces. The first time he cut a hole in one of  
his pieces was very hard to do. 
 
Binh went back to working the outside with very light cuts. He 
continued cutting from inside to outside by starting at the chuck, and 
with the handle of the gouge pointed in the direction of travel (end 
stock), he had the flute positioned at approximately 1:00 and cut with 
the right side of the tip. If he rode the bevel before the surface was 
trued up, he would have had less control of the gouge due to it 
bouncing on the surface. When he re-established the trueness of the 
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outside, he held the gouge the same, but this time he rode the side bevel and cut with the side 
edge. 

 
Binh moved to his scraper once the wood was very smooth. He 
feels that scraping is the preparation step before sanding. He 
showed the scraper that he uses - it has a round shank that has a 
1/8” angled (longer down one side than the other side) slot cut in 
one end with a set screw threaded into it. The set screw secures a 
planer blade that he has made in two styles; one is rectangular and 
the other has a curved profile. The round shank allows him to 
position it at any angle he needs. The overall length is about 12” 
and there is no handle. He has found that the added length of a 
handle provides additional leverage and his cuts were too 
aggressive. For scraping the outside he uses the rectangle shaped 
blade. 

 
Binh explained that when hollowing out the bowl you want to continue to cut with the grain. To do 
this you look at the bowl as a spindle. The cut needs to be made from the outside toward the 
center. He takes small cuts starting at the center and with each successive cut moves the starting 
point closer to the outside edge. To start each cut, he positions his gouge with the flute turned 
facing the center at a 3:00 orientation. When he has established a shoulder (approximately 1/16”) 
he turns the flute counter-clockwise to the 1:00 position. He cuts to a depth of one inch until he 
reaches the edge and establishes the wall thickness. He wants to do that now because if he went 
deeper and had to finish his cuts the wall would be flexing and he would break the wall. There is 
still some flex but it is manageable. There is no flex where the thin wall intersects the mass of the 
wood, which remains round and stable. Because of this he establishes the wall thickness with his 
gouge, then scrapes, and sands before moving deeper into the wood. 
 
To determine that he has an even wall thickness, he positions a light 
on the right side of the piece. With the light positioned on that side 
he can see it without interference of the cuttings as they come off 
the gouge. He watches the light shining through the wall for a 
consistent shade of red. For the inside he changes the scraper to 
the curved blade. As he moves the scraper up and down inside the 
bowl, he supports the outside with his hand. He does not go back to 
the prior section because of the flexing. He does blend the line 
between the current depth and the previous depth to clean-up the 
transition. 
 
Binh demonstrated how he uses the gouge as he cuts deeper into the bowl. He starts the gouge with 
the handle lower and raises the handle as he cuts deeper. This keeps the cutting edge and bevel on 
the wall giving a cleaner cut. For the completion of the bottom he can no longer use the light 
because of the chuck. He follows the curvature that he established to this point through to the 
bottom. His final cut is very light, producing very fine shavings 
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He talked about feeling the inside of the bowl for bumps or high spots that he may not be able to 
see. He uses a pencil to highlight the high spot. With the scraper he works the pencil line until it 
vanishes. When the pencil line is gone the bump should have been removed. If a bump still exists, 
repeat the procedure. 
 
Binh was going to use his vacuum chuck for completing the bottom but it did not fit the Stubby 
lathe. So he placed the inside of the bowl against the vacuum chuck mount and brought the end 
stock up, positioning it in the original center mark. He made his cuts again with the grain and cut 
from center to outside in small increments. The base was created with a concave curve with a ledge 
detail. He will allow the bowl to dry before remounting on the lathe. He will then true up the foot as 
his final detail before completing the piece. Since his pieces are roughly 1/16” thick, they dry in 
approximately one week. 

 
At this point Binh stopped to present his slide show, “The 
Inspirations and Work of Binh Pho.”  During the slide show 
Binh discussed what inspires his work. Binh was born and 
raised in Vietnam. At the end of the war he was in line with 
many other Vietnamese trying to catch a helicopter out of 
the country during the exodus. As he neared the front of the 
line, he saw a friend of his that was farther back and went to 
stand with him. Just as they made it to the front of the line, 

the last helicopter took off, and he was unable to leave the country. He ended up in a re-education 
camp. These camps are not what we think of as prisons because they were not sentenced for a 
specific period of time. They stayed until they learned the ways of their new government. When 
someone left, it was considered graduating from the camp. After several years he learned that he 
had to say that he learned so he could get out of the camp. Most Vietnamese tried to leave the 
country by going to the ocean, but not many made it out because the shorelines were patrolled by 
the military. He instead made his way to the river separating Vietnam from Cambodia. He spent 
eight months in a refugee camp before coming to St. Louis. 
 
He started talking about his progression through woodturning through, “Seven Levels of Change and 
Growth.”  These levels of discovery are what everyone needs to master and discover their 
woodturning skills and abilities. They are as follows: 
 
Level #1: KNOWING “right from wrong” 

Requires: being taught, forgiveness 
 
Level #2: DOING what’s “right” 

Requires: willpower, patience, compliance 
 
Level #3: DOING the “right” thing “better” 

Requires: practice, repetition, commitment 
 -He talked about having your pieces 

distinguishable enough to be 
recognized from a distance. 
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Level #4: ELIMINATING distractions from doing “right” more efficiently 
Requires: focus, discipline 

  -A decision should be made on one or two types of turnings you will specialize in. 
 
Level #5: COPING how the best do “right” 

Requires: insight, seeing the invisible 
  -Learning from a teacher or a master 
 
Level #6: BEING/DOING “different” 

Requires: experimentation, vision, learning from experience 
  -Developing your own style. 
 
Level #7: DOING the “impossible” 

Requires: faith, risk of life, wanting to be first 
 
Binh has a full-time job and does woodturning as a hobby. His pieces take approximately 40 to 50 
hours to complete depending on their size. His work includes woodturning, carving, air brushing 
color, and pyrography (wood burning). 
 
Binh’s works represent various inspirations. Many of his pieces are a representation of various U.S. 
city skylines. Other pieces are influenced by other places, movies, etc. For instance, dragonflies 
represents the helicopters he knew from Vietnam because they move straight up and down and fly 
in a straight line. Monarch butterflies represent the constant “trying to get something.”  Peacock 
feathers represent dreams. 
 
The slide show and commentary drew the audience in 
emotionally, which allowed them to get a better 
understanding of how Binh’s life experiences affect his 
work. With the slide show’s conclusion, he received a 
standing ovation. He is a real inspiration. 
 
Afternoon Session: 

 
After lunch Binh turned our attention to what makes his 
pieces unique and recognizable; air brushing color, 
carving/cutting, and pyrography. 
 
Air Brushing: 

 
The first technique Binh demonstrated was air brushing. He went over the equipment that is 
available and what he uses. The features are as follows: 
 

Single action: When pressing the trigger both air and paint come out 
Double action (prefers): Push down and only air comes out allowing you to dry a freshly 

sprayed area. Push down and back, and the paint sprays. You can control the 
amount of paint by the amount of travel back you push the trigger. 
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Gravity feed - top (prefers): The paint cup is placed on top near the nozzle. (Some feel that 
the cup obstructs the field of vision.)  With the cup you can place as little as 
one drop of paint and then run cleaner through and go onto the next color. 

Gravity feed - side: the cup is mounted to the side by a tube near the nozzle. 
Bottle: The bottle is larger and placed underneath near the nozzle. Binh does not 

recommend because these are designed for larger projects (i.e. cars). 
 
There are two models available from Iwata; HiLine for $200.00 and 
the Eclipse for $135.00 available from: www.dixienet.com or 
www.coastairbrush.com. The Eclipse model has two additional 
features over the HiLine: there is a built-in regulator positioned 
near the nozzle to control the spray, and there is a knob positioned 
on the end for controlling the trigger travel distance. 
 
Binh uses water based acrylic paint that is labeled either “ready to 
use” or “air brush color.”  Acrylic paint in tubes must be mixed to 
use in an air brush. There are two types of paints available: 
 
Transparent (prefers): this allows for over-spraying and blending. 
He begins with dark colors and moves to lighter colors. White is not 

a transparent color, it’s an opaque color, use it to 
correct mistakes. 

 
Opaque: These colors overlay each other and cannot be blended.  
Water based and Mek-based Dye: This is a concentrate available 

from Luthiers Mercantile International, Inc. 
(www.lmii.com). It reflects light and appears to 
make the piece glow, also it’s permanent; it will 
not fade under UV exposure. 

 
There are a couple of brands of paint: Createx paints 
(www.createxcolors.com) are thicker and will need to be mixed or sprayed it with higher PSI 
(30psi). Binh prefers Golden Paints (www.goldenpaints.com) because they do not fade over time. He 
wants his finished pieces to look the same whether he just finished them or if they are 100 years 

old. He also talked about selecting wood that will remain the same 
color/shade (i.e. Box Elder and Maple). Woods like Cherry and 
Mahogany darken over time and will change the originally completed 
aura of the piece. 
 
Water based paint raise the grain but that is easily handled. The 
procedure he follows is to complete painting all colors and any other 
work that he will to do to the piece (i.e. pyrography, etc.), spray two 
coats of lacquer, then sand with 3M’s sanding pads. They come in 
800-grit, 1000-grit, and 1200-grit. 
 
For demonstrations, Binh uses a 1/16” flat veneer birch for three 
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reasons: 1) people who are not woodturners can appreciate 
the artistry, 2) it can be completed in the time allotted for 
the demonstration, and 3) for demonstrating how to do 
piercing the birch is the same thickness as his bowls. On the 
birch sheet he demonstrated how to do painting, piercing, 
and pyrography. He started by taping up various size squares 
and rectangles with a square centered on the birch sheet. He 
applied red followed by blue. The overlapping areas mixed 
and created purple. To mix colors in the cup, Binh held a 
finger over the nozzle and pressed down on the trigger. This 
forced air into the cup causing bubbles and a mixing action. With an air brush you can spray wide, 

broad strokes down to pencil thin to sign your name. Don’t 
apply heavy coats but spray successive light coats building 
to the coverage desired. This technique eliminates bleeding 
under the tape or Frisket, and the paint will dry faster. 
 
The next product that Binh showed was “Frisket” (available 
from Michaels and other art suppliers). Frisket is a 
transparent overlay sheet with a low tack adhesive backing. 
This material allows for drawing designs and cutting out 
where paint is to be applied. This can be done in stages to 
create layering and depth. When applying to a curved 

surface you slice the raised areas and overlap the material. 
 
Another method of transferring a design can be done by either drawing a design, or taking a digital 
picture and running it through a copier. Cut the picture to size and tape it down to the piece. With a 
felt tip pen containing Xylene, rub it over the design and then rub a credit card or similar material 
over it. This will transfer the toner to the piece. This will leave a design with black lines separating 
the various sections of the drawing/picture. If you do not want the black line, use Frisket. This 
allows you to cut away the black lines. Frisket also allows you to take a section off and reapply it if 
necessary. 
 
To demonstrate how to use the Frisket he did a kimono 
design. He removed a section and sprayed the darker color 
(blue). He followed each section thereafter with green by 
removing a series of like-design sections and spraying along 
the upper curve and not touching the bottom of the curve. 
This created a series of ribbed designs. To highlight the 
sleeves he sprayed a smoke color and followed it with a 
pearlized white. When using a pearl color the air brush needs 
to be cleaned. When he finished, Binh removed the remaining 
Frisket, tape, and paper overlays and let the piece dry 
before starting the piercing process. 
 
Piercing: 
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Piercing should not be done on areas that have paint or lacquer 
applied because of the smell. Apply finish after completing the 
piercing. The following is a description of the tools Binh uses for 
piercing. The tool is made by NSK. 
 
The Presto tool ($360.00): 
 

• 400,000 rpm 
• Sets  air pressure at 42psi with 3cfm of air consumption 
• Burrs have a 1/16” shank with a 1/32” tip. All four of the 

burrs are the same and are the same as dental burrs. 
 

• #699L has serrated teeth 
• #169L is less aggressive 
• #1C is carbide tipped 
• #2 is also carbide tipped 
 

• The turbine ($140.00) can be replaced when it wears out. It is a sealed unit and unscrews 
from the tip of the tool. The life of the turbine depends on the user. If it is used on hard 
or thick woods that require additional pressure, the work will shorten the life. Binh gets 
roughly one to two years or 30 to 40 bowls out of one turbine. 

 
To clean the burrs, select a soft metal. Binh uses aluminum, 
start the tool, and draw it across the soft metal one time. 
That is all that is needed to clean the burr. 
 
The following are recommendations for better 
results when piercing: 
 

• Do not pierce next to painted areas because the 
burr creates fuzzy edges. 

• The wood needs to be dry. 
• The tool needs to be held perpendicular to the piece. 
• For thicker woods make several cuts until through. Too much pressure will burn the wood 

excessively and wear out the tool sooner. 
• When working on flat stock he moves the tool, but on bowls he moves the bowl. 
• Make cuts in a clockwise direction. 

 
Binh started by drawing out the design he planned to pierce. He 
selected the #699L burr to start the design. He made random 
cuts within the larger design section. This created a negative 
space that left narrow connectors of wood between the pierced 
areas. The shapes can be uniform or random in nature. If you 
want to incorporate an image in the design the piercing is done 
close to the image lines. Another way to pierce is by using 
random lines around the design instead of piercing shapes. To 
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clean up the fuzz, Binh used an emery board. To remove the burn resulting from the piercing 
process, reverse the direction of the tool and go over each edge. 
Another way to enhance the burn is to spray with an interference 
color. This will put the color to the burned edge without masking it. 
 
Pyrography: 

 
Binh uses pyrography where he wants to emphasize the division 
between various areas or define the design. He used a rounded tip. 
Set the heat index to the appropriate setting based on the wood 

species. 
 
Stippling: 

 
Binh drew out a bamboo design to demonstrate how to stipple. He 
used the burning pencil to highlight the design. With the #1C 
burr installed in the tool, he created the stippling by randomly 
lowering and raising the burr to the wood. This random touching 

motion combined with varying pressure creates different size and depth 
holes, making the design. 
 
That concluded Binh’s presentation to the CMW members and visitors. It 
was very enlightening, educational, motivating, and emotional for everyone. 
Thank you, Binh for sharing your life and artistry with CMW. 


