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Overview: 

 David last demonstrated for CMW in 2002. (He was the 

first demonstrator that I wrote up for our club newsletter.)  He comes from Quakertown, 

PA where he has his home and studio. He is one of the most recognized woodturners in the 

world. He has taught extensively and is an advocate of combining design, form and art in 

woodturning. He has developed his own roughing gouge – the “Signature Gouge” that uses the 

“Ellsworth Grind” that is familiar to most woodturners. He also developed both large and 

small tools for “blind hollowing.” His studio is a wonderful place for beginner and 

intermediate turners to learn and improve their skills. I spent three days there in 2002 and 

it is one of my most memorable turning experiences. David has been turning since age 14 – 

over 50 years. He was one of the early organizers of woodturning and was the first 

president of the AAW. He was the first chairman of POP (Professional Outreach Program) 

of the AAW. His work is included in many significant woodturning collections and museums. 

  

Morning Session: 

 David began the session by turning a natural edge 

green maple bowl. He usually uses green wood. It is 

forgiving, easy to turn and cheap. He does not sketch his 

design first. He designs as he turns. Changes can be made 

as needed before committing to a glue block, faceplate, or 

chuck. He began with a half log. He placed it between 

centers with the bark facing the headstock. He balanced 

the piece and aligned so that the top wings of the bowl 

would be parallel with the foot. The saddle or lower most 

portions of the bark can also be aligned. David began removing wood on the tailstock side 

(that would become the base of the bowl). The Signature Gouge he uses enables him to make 

five distinct cuts. The first is a roughing cut. The flute is 

presented at a 45-degree angle to the wood with the handle 

parallel to the lathe bed. This roughing cut is used to remove the 

bulk of the irregular facets on the form in advance of shaping the 

bowl with the slicing cut. 

 The second cut is the slicing cut that is used to shape the 

bowl form. Here the tool handle is lowered. This produces a cut 

with less drag and can be achieved with much less effort 

compared to the roughing cut.  There is also less torn grain. 



 The third cut is a scraping cut. For this cut the tool is nearly 

horizontal to the wood. The scraping cut is used to flatten out the 

base of the form in preparation for the chuck, faceplate or glue block. 

The bevel does not come into use with these three exterior cuts. 

 David formed the spigot for the chuck. The scraping cut 

enables the making of a flat surface on the base. Once the spigot was 

formed a base cut was made. This cut enables the visualization of the 

final shape of the piece. The base cut, next to the spigot, looks like 

the spigot, but has a larger diameter. David removed the wood from 

between centers and placed it on the chuck. He used the larger 

number 3 jaws rather than the number 2 jaws. This is more secure and 

enables the spigot to be as large as possible. Next David shaped the 

outside of the piece using the slicing cut. He moved from the wing tips to the base or foot. 

This is the opposite direction to cut compared to the traditional method.  He does this to 

preserve the natural edge and to avoid tearing the fibers. The tool flute was at 45 degrees 

and the tool handle was dropped. He takes a small cut when entering the wood at the bark 

edge. 

 The fourth cut is a shear-scraping cut. This is the final 

cut on the surface of the piece before sanding. It is also done 

in the opposite direction (rim to base) so that the fibers are 

not torn. This prepares the surface for sanding using 180- or 

240-grit abrasive depending on the wood used. When doing the 

shear-scraping cut, all body movement is in the legs and not the 

torso so there is a fluid motion for the cut. Here again the 

bevel is not rubbed, therefore, the surface will be smooth, but 

not polished. This completed work on the outer surface of the 

piece. 

 Next David began hollowing the bowl. He initially used 

the roughing cut. He held the tool horizontally with the bevel 

was at a 45 degree angle. He made small cuts from the left of 

center to the center. These cuts progressed in larger and 

larger diameters. The bevel was not employed with this cut. Only the edge of the tool was 

used for the initial entry cut. Wood was left in the deeper portions of the piece to give 

stability to the wings when thinning. The thinning was done using the fifth cut. This cut uses 

only a small portion of the bevel (1/8 or 1/16 inch). Only two or three cuts were made to 

finalize the interior wall. David made these cuts quickly so that the thin wall does not move 

and change shape in the process. When doing these final cuts, David emphasized that it is 

important to observe the cut while looking at the outside of the piece and not concentrating 

on the inside where the tool is actually cutting. This achieves a more uniform wall thickness. 

As one progresses down into the piece the tool can be rotated clockwise into the roughing 

position to give a heavier cut. The final cut is done with the flute parallel to the lathe bed. 

To prevent formation of a nib in the center of the bottom it is important to continue 

rubbing the bevel all the way through the cut and not alter the cut as the center of the 

bottom is approached. 

 The depth of the piece was measured using the tool rest and the highest wing as a 

guide. Because the depth was satisfactory the bowl was removed from the chuck and placed 

 



on a jam chuck so that the foot could be 

formed. By measuring the depth as noted above, 

one knows the exact location of the interior 

bottom. The foot was formed and newer cuts 

made on the lower portions of the piece were 

blended into the surface previously turned on 

the outside. David used a 3/8-inch spindle 

gouge with the heel of the bevel ground away to 

further shape the foot and part the bowl off. 

This completed the green natural edge bowl. 

 To retain the bark on a natural edge 

bowl the tree should be cut during winter. Some woods lend themselves to keeping the bark 

on. Super glue can be applied during the turning process to keep the bark in place. The 

problem with bark edge bowls is that they are fragile and the bark can easily be broken off 

when handled. 

 David then turned a green natural edge bowl from beginning to end in essentially one 

continuous non-narrated turning that took about 15 minutes. Again the 5 types of cuts were 

shown. This completed the morning demonstration. 

 

Afternoon Session: 

 David began the afternoon session by discussing 

grinding. His “Signature Gouge” grind has a convex edge on 

each side and a fairly blunt nose – not a pointed one. The 

sides of the bevel are not parallel. They slope inward. He 

uses his jig when grinding. The grinding method is most easily 

learned with the grinder off. The movements needed to 

achieve proper grinding can be practiced before actually 

taking metal away. Do not hold the tool when grinding – hold 

the jig. Start grinding at the ends of the wings and progress 

to the tip and lift off. Then repeat the process on the other 

side. It may be necessary to integrate the two side grindings 

at the tip. Do not push the tool into the wheel. Use a light touch. As noted above, do all 

these movements first with the grinder off. This will make the process safer and save tool 

steel. 

 When sharpening the hollowing tools the edges of the wheel are dressed to a small 

radius. This radius is where the tools are sharpened. The right edge of the tool is ground on 

the left edge of the wheel and visa versa. When sharpening the angled tool the tool is 

presented parallel to the wheel as with the straight tool. 

 Next David showed how to go from a log to a hollow 

form. The section of log was placed between centers and 

balanced at each end. The drive and live centers were 

centered. He turned a cylinder. David did this in sections to 

prevent the tool from bouncing all over the place. Initially 

the cut only removed the high spots. Then the true cylinder 

was formed. The tailstock end of the cylinder was 

flattened and rounded into a hemisphere. A slicing cut was 



used – not the conventional push cut. The piece was rotated 

180 degrees and the other end flattened and rounded. At 

this point David formed a basic sphere and scribed a pencil 

line around the center. Next David determined the position 

of the hollow form opening. He located it on the centerline 

but it could be anywhere on the surface of the sphere. 

David said that he determines its position by several 

factors; grain pattern, wood defects, colorations, and bark 

inclusions. David turned the sphere was so that the planned 

opening was at the drive center. The piece was balanced 

and the two stubs where the drive and live centers had been were turned away. A true 

sphere shape remained. All irregularities on the sphere were trimmed off. The piths on each 

side were lined up so that the pith line would be parallel to the bottom of the piece. Again 

the sphere was trued up. 

 The tailstock end of the sphere was flattened so that 

a tenon could be formed. David placed the tenon in the chuck 

and brought the tailstock up for safety. The piece was then 

shaped into a tailstock portion and a headstock portion. The 

tailstock part will be the actual hollow form and the 

headstock part will be a jam chuck. The jam chuck included 

the pith portion of the wood. The shear scrape cut was used 

to refine the surface of the hollow form. 

 David began hollowing. The sequence of hollowing and 

the tool to use was shown schematically on the white board. 

Only the bent tool should be used for hollowing the outer 

areas of the interior because it is not as aggressive as the 

straight tool. The opening of the vessel was formed with the 

straight tool and a cylindrical area was cleared out. Then the bent tool was used to continue 

hollowing outward. The bent tool should not be used near the center of the piece because it 

can be rotated to the right of center and then the handle can be slammed down on your 

fingers – not good!  The tool handles of David’s hollowing 

tools are marked with a blue line parallel to the handle that 

shows the position of the tool tip when it is parallel to the 

lathe bed. A red line shows when the tip has been rotated 

clockwise. A serious catch can occur when the red line on 

the tool handle is at the 12 o’clock position. Again, NOT 

GOOD! 

 Once roughed-out the radius of the opening was 

refined as were the interior walls. Up to this point calipers 

had not been used. Only feel and sound were used as 

determinants of wall thickness. Repeated emptying of shavings was done with a bent spoon-

shaped devise and a blast of air from the compressor. David used a handmade caliper to 

measure wall thickness. He made it from a 3/16-inch metal rod that was bent so that the 

two ends formed an offset circle. In one position it could measure wall thickness in the 

upper half of the vessel and when turned over it measured the wall thickness of the lower 



half. After measuring with the calipers, David refined the wall thickness. Depth was 

measured and made to its final determination. 

 The hollow form portion of the piece was parted off from the jam chuck portion. 

Using the jam chuck portion David showed how he removed the nib that 

forms in the bottom of a hollow form. By seeing the process one can 

practice the actual removal.  

 Once the jam chuck was shaped it was padded and the hollow 

form placed into it. The tailstock was 

brought up. The tailstock was not 

tightened until the piece was correctly 

centered. Once centered it was tightened. 

Before the piece was placed in the jam 

chuck depth was measured. This was 

scribed on the outside of the piece. This 

showed where the true bottom was. An additional amount was added and 

scribed on the outside. This showed the bottom thickness. The foot was formed and 

blended into the side of the vessel. The foot was undercut and the piece parted off.  

 This completed an excellent, detailed and in-depth 

demonstration. Additional details will be available on the CMW 

website and on the DVD that will be available in the club library 

in July 2008. 

        

        

 


