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Glossary


Bevel: The angled cutting surface that allows a tool to slice through wood.


Chisel: A flat-bladed tool with a single beveled edge.


Double-Edged Blades: These blades have a bevel on both sides; the bevels meet to form a sharp point in the center. Classic bench knives, chip carving knives, and some whittling knives are double-edged blades.


Emery Cloth: Extremely fine-grit metal sandpaper used for sharpening gouges and V-tools.


Gouge: A carving tool with a single-bevel, curved cutting edge. Gouges come in many sizes and sweeps; the lower the number, the flatter the blade (a #3 is flatter than a #7).


Honing: To refine the cutting edge after sharpening. Not to be confused with sharpening itself.


Knife: A carving tool with a double-bevel blade. Knives come in many sizes and shapes.


Secondary Bevel or Micro Bevel: An additional bevel included on some carving tools at the very edge of the blade. Some carvers prefer to maintain this secondary bevel during sharpening, while others prefer to remove it.


Sharpening: To set the bevel on a cutting edge that has worn down over time (or was only minimally sharpened at the factory). The sharpening stage always precedes the honing stage.


Sharpening Stones: Made with a variety of materials, both natural and synthetic, these tools come in different grits and are used to set the bevel on a cutting edge.


Single-Edged Blades: These blades have a bevel on one side. Gouges, V-tools, and chisels are single-edged blades.


Slip Strops: Sharpening stones that are pre-profiled to fit chisels, round gouges, and V-tools.


Strop: A flexible strip of leather used to hone and refine the edge of a tool. Most strops have two sides: a raw leather side and a tanned leather side. The raw leather side uses stropping compound, and the tanned side (meant to be used afterward) does not.


V-Tool: A carving tool with a single-bevel cutting edge consisting of two flat surfaces that meet to form a V. These tools come in various sizes and degrees.




Basic Elements of Sharpening
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Introduction


Just like any other skill or technique in woodcarving, sharpening is simply a matter of consistently using one process. There is no magic, no mystery, and no secret formula—just practice, practice, and more practice.


We will look at basic techniques, what supplies you’ll need for your sharpening kit, how to sharpen double-edged and single-edged blades, and how to care for your sharpening tools.


I’ve provided illustrations from a sharpening session so you can easily follow along to create a pristine, sharp, and bright cutting edge.
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About This Book


Nearly 25 years ago, my dad taught me woodcarving. It was one of his favorite hobbies, and he enjoyed years of carving rifle stocks and pistol grips. The first lesson he insisted I learn—before I ever set a knife to wood—was sharpening. As he often reminded me, “Woodcarving is a dangerous hobby, and the most dangerous tool is the dullest knife in your kit!”


A dull knife will cut wood, but as it does, it grabs or digs into the wood, causing you to apply more force to move the blade. When the cut is finally made, the leading edge of the knife could pop out of the cut, reducing your control over the tool. That is when the cutting edge ends up cutting you. A sharp knife glides smoothly through the wood with only a medium, even pressure required. That gives you reasonable control over where the tool goes and when the cut ends.


The method I share here is the same method my dad taught me. At the end of those first lessons many years ago, he’d hold up a sheet of newspaper and, with one easy stroke, slice the knife down through the page. When I tried this myself, I would watch with total frustration as the paper folded over, untouched by my knife. “AHH! Dad, this is impossible,” I’d lament.


He would grin and say, “Go back and do it again.” Then after about five or six serious tries, I cut my first sheet of newspaper. So, I share his words, “Go back and do it again.” Soon, you too will be slicing through newspaper with ease.
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NOTE: Take special care when sharpening with stones, as incorrect sharpening can damage the blade. Most routine maintenance on tools can be done with a strop; only start with sharpening stones if your blade is in need of more serious attention.
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