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Overview:   
 Alan Lacer comes to us from Wisconsin. He has been involved in the turning field for 
over 34 years as a teacher, writer, exhibition coordinator, demonstrator, and the second 

president of the American Association of Woodturners. His work has 
appeared in a number of regional and national exhibitions. Alan has 
been a regular instructor and demonstrator of the craft, having 
worked in all 50 states as well as 5 foreign countries. He has 
published over 140 articles, columns, and tips covering technical 
aspects of woodturning, specific projects, stories related to both 
contemporary and historical woodturning, and the turning traditions 

of Japan and Germany. In addition to being well known for his expertise with the skew, he 
has recently developed an interest in oval turning. 
  
Morning Session: 
 Alan began his demo with a discussion of sharpening scrapers, gouges, and the skew 
chisel. Success with the skew is directly proportional to its 
degree of sharpness. Recently a digital microscope has been 
used to study the edges of the skew after various sharpening 
methods. A grinder forms a burr. This is a very rough edge and, 
as such, produces a rough cut with tear-out. Alan hones this 
rough edge to remove the rough burr. Then he burnished the 
edge to produce a new burr. Various degrees of burr can be 
produced by changing the pressure applied when using a 
burnisher. A slipstone or burnisher is used to pull the burr over 
the edge of the tool. Shear scraping rather than simple 
scraping can further refine the surface of the piece. 
 Honing definitely improves the edge of a tool provided 
the hone is harder than the tool steel. The upper surface of a scraper should be polished to 
remove the milling serrations. This will improve the cutting edge. 
 Alan introduced the use of the skew in the demo by turning a series of very small 
(3/8 inch high) tops. He drove a 9/16 inch square piece of hard maple into the headstock 

spindle. Then he used this 
wood to turn the small 
tops that actually worked. 
 To improve the 
skew and make it more 
friendly, Alan rounds the 
edges of the short point 
side and just breaks the 



corners of the long point side behind the edge and back to the 
ferule. This also protects the tool rest. The thickness of the 
steel multiplied by 1.5 determines how far back to grind the 
bevel. The cutting edge of the tool is straight for ¼ to 1/3 of 
its distance. The remainder is curved. Sharpening a skew can 
be a problem. Alan prefers an 8” grinder running at 1750 rpm. 
He uses an aluminum oxide wheel. The Norton 3X wheel is a 
good one. Various grits can be used but about 60 or 80 is 
satisfactory for sharpening and or 46 grit for roughing. Alan 
grinds the straight section of the skew edge first and then 
the curved section. Before grinding, he colors the bevel area 
with a dark colored Sharpie pen or magic marker. This permits 
seeing where one is grinding. Thus, small adjustments can be made as needed. A single facet 
on the bevel on each side of the tool is the final goal when sharpening. Constant pressure on 

the tool on the grinder rest permits one to achieve the 
single facet. A sharp edge should have no reflection. The 
edge is refined after grinding by honing using a diamond 
slipstone. Alan recommends using a 600 grit diamond 
stone. When honing, start at the back of the bevel and 
then soften the back up to the cutting edge. One must 
keep contact on the back of the bevel to prevent rolling 
the edge over. Both edges or sides of the bevel need to 
be honed to achieve a near perfect cutting edge. 
 Once sharpening was completed Alan turned his 
attention to the lathe. He filed and waxed the tool rest 

to allow the skew to easily flow across it. The previously rolled edges of the skew add to 
this ability to flow and not grab the rest. The fear factor then raises its ugly head. To 
decrease this, do not use a spur center. Instead, use a dead cup center with notches cut 
around the ring. This permits the piece to slip when a catch situation occurs. The tension on 
the tailstock end can be adjusted so that catch severity is further reduced. Before cutting 
the notches in the cup center remove the pin. A chainsaw file can be used to form the 
notches. Once cut, replace the pin. The dead cup center is 
driven into the piece before mounting on the headstock 
spindle. 
 Alan then demonstrated the use of the skew. He 
showed a variety of cuts using a  
2 x 2 x 6 inch piece of poplar. Since roughing is the first step 
to prepare wood for turning, Alan showed skew cuts used for 
roughing a piece of wood. He first showed the planing using the 
short point leading the cut. The corners were peeled off using 
the flat portion of the edge. The tool handle was held very low. 
The tool rest was quite high. The planing cut was used to achieve a very fine and final 

surface. With the planing cut, run-backs and dig-ins can occur.  
Run-backs occur when bevel contact is lost. When first 
touching the tool to the wood no shavings or dust should come 
off. Then adjust the bevel angle and achieve the desired cut. 



Dig-ins happen when the long point touches the wood. To avoid dig-ins do not use the upper 
fourth of the edge – just use the curved portion. The “sweet spot” is along the curved 
portion and it changes its location in this area depending upon the cut at any one moment. 
Dig-ins will not occur when one uses the curved portion of the edge. Speeding up the lathe 
does not necessarily give a better cut. It does, however, increase the danger factor. Tool 
feed should be changed (slower) rather than lathe speed. 
 Next Alan showed the V-cut. It can be used for bead/cove preparation and for 
making highlights. Also, end grain, shoulder cuts, or face-cuts can be made, which produces 
an extremely smooth finish on an area that simply sanding cannot achieve. 
 This completed the morning session. 
 
Afternoon Session: 
 Alan began the afternoon session with a 
continuation of the face-cut and how to prevent 
catches using this technique. The tool must be kept 
with enough clearance angle from the wood. There 
is only a leeway of 1 or 2 degrees between a great 
finishing cut and a disaster. 
 Next he showed the pommel cut beginning with a square shoulder pommel. Clean, 
crisp, square corners need to be maintained and a clear face-cut made. Then he 

demonstrated the rounded pommel and then the ogee pommel. 
 The hardest cut with a skew is the rolling cut. It is used 
for making beads. To practice this cut, use the ends of a 
cylinder. Alan showed how to roll a bead with the skew using only 
one arm to control the tool. An egg is an example of a piece made 
with rolling cuts. If one can master the formation of a good egg 
shape then one is doing well with the skew. 
 Parting off can also be done with the skew. Use a series 
of V-cuts and then push toward the tailstock on the last cut. 
This prevents torn grain and tearing out at the exact center. 
 Next Alan turned a box. He used a 3 x 3 x 6 inch piece of 

poplar. He roughed into a cylinder using a roughing gouge and turned tenons on both ends. 
He used a thin parting tool to partially part the piece into two 
pieces (1/3 and 2/3). Alan completed the parting using a hacksaw 
with a sawing motion with the lathe running. For this the tool rest 
was removed. The hacksaw was in a heavy, sturdy frame and the 
sharp blade had 18 teeth per inch with the teeth pointing away 
from Alan. Eye protection was used. 
 Alan placed the smaller end (top of the box) in the jaws of 
the chuck. He reduced its diameter. Then he used a small bowl 
gouge to initiate hollowing. This produced a rough surface with some tearing. Using a round 
nosed scraper to shear scrape the interior, Alan produced a better surface. Then he used a 

hook tool. The bevel was rubbed and then the flute 
turned to 10 o’clock and brought out. This produced the 
best finish. Next Alan made a small tenon. The wall of 
the tenon should be straight or tapered outward. The 



horizontal portion of the shoulder was scraped with the skew. 
 Alan removed the top from the jaws and placed 
the bottom portion in the jaws. He made a tenon to fit 
into the lid portion. The fit needed to be tight enough to 
make a burnish mark so that a small amount of wood could 
be removed and a snug fit achieved. This fit should be 
tight enough to hold the lid in place while turning its top 
surface. This was done. Alan achieved a snap fit for the 
lid. He removed the lid from the bottom and drilled the 
bottom to the desired hollowing depth. Using the hole as a 
guide Alan hollowed the bottom using the scraper followed 
by the hook tool. One can accent the joint between the lid 
and the bottom by forming a small bead.  
 The bottom was parted off. The part remaining in the chuck was turned into a jam 

chuck so that the lower portion of the box could be fit onto it 
and the bottom completed. A hook tool was used to do this. 
The hook tool was used because it actually presses the wood 
into the jam chuck and makes turning the bottom more stabile. 
This completed the lidded box. 
 Alan then showed some of his 
previously turned oval pieces and 

discussed the oval chuck and some ramifications of oval turning. 
 This completed a very interesting and stimulating 
demonstration. A DVD will be available in the club library in June 
2010. 
 

For more on Alan, go to his web site 
www.alanlacer.com  
 
    
    
         
 
  


