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SOAP in Your Bowl
By: Ernie Conover From: Woodcraft 


A process discovered by Hawaiian woodturner Ron Kent often allows better turning of bowls
from green wood. Specifically, soaking rough turned bowls in a simple solution of one-sixth
concentrated dishwashing detergent greatly aids in turning, reducing tear out from the tools and
greatly reducing checking in the final drying.


The soap process does not really use soap at all: instead dish detergent is what works, but
‘detergent bowls’ does not sound as cool. The detergent process is the subject of much
discussion among Internet groups and was the subject of an article in the Spring 2002 issue of
the American Association of Woodturner’s Journal by Ron Kent and Phil Wall. (AAW is a
worthwhile organization for anyone interested in woodturning. Their Journal, which comes four
times a year, is worth the price of admission. To learn more go to www.woodturner.org/. To read
Ron’s interesting description of how he discovered the process please go to his website at
www.ronkent.com/ and click on the “Techniques” tab. 


The process is simple, and starts by following general green wood tuning practices. You rough
turn a bowl from green wood. A rule of thumb is to leave a wall of uniform thickness that is one-
tenth the diameter of the bowl. (A ten-inch diameter bowl would have a one-inch wall.) Next,
immerse the rough turned blank in a solution of one-sixth concentrated dishwashing detergent.
The detergent must be the kind you use to wash dishes in a sink, not the kind you put in
automatic dishwashers. Dawn and Joy are popular brands, available almost everywhere. At
Conover Workshops we have dedicated a large garbage can to the process, which we purchased
along with several gallons of detergent at Sam’s Club. Mixing was simple: pour a gallon of
detergent into six gallons of water. We then throw our rough turned blanks into the solution for
as long as possible. While over night works wonders, a more sensible minimum of three days
gives the optimum results. Ron Kent keeps the solution in a spray bottle for application during
turning, which means things won’t dry up on you as you work.


After soaking you have two options. One is to finish turn the bowl to a thinner wall. The
detergent makes the final turning go much easier, with much less tear out in the end grain. There
is also an improvement in sanding, with less clogging of the sandpaper. Once off the lathe the
bowl dries oval over a period of weeks. We have always recommended the application of an oil
finish while still on the lathe to minimize checking in the end grain areas. The soap seems to
further reduce checking to the point where it is practically nonexistent in clear wood.


The second option is to allow the rough turned blank to air dry before re-turning. We have
always recommend wrapping in newspaper to slow moisture loss, or waxing, to reduce end grain
checking. The traditional drying time after rough turning is three months. With blanks soaked in
detergent we’ve found the time to air dry is greatly reduced and checking becomes nonexistent—
even without wrapping in paper or waxing. Drying time has been reduced from three months to
several weeks. We can only conclude that the detergent is accelerating the water transfer across
the cell membranes. 







There have been many claims, both in the AAW Journal article and on the Internet, of a
reduction in warping during drying. From the beginning I have felt that this seems to fly in the
face of wood technology. The claims were all from people doing spindle turned bowls (the grain
runs between the centers of the lathe). Because of the grain orientation there is very little
discernible warping in spindle turned bowls anyway. Conventionally bowls are faceplate turned
(the grain runs across the centers of the lathe). 


Upon reading the article in the AAW Journal, I set out to test the idea. We integrated the process
into out turning classes here at Conover Workshops and tried the process on American beech,
maple and cherry. While the latter two woods have a favorable radial to tangential shrinkage
ratios, beech has one of the worst in North America, so we had a good test control subject. We
have now tried the process on enough faceplate turned bowls to say that there is no change in the
ultimate warping of the wood. What is gained by the process, however, is quicker drying with
less checking and far less tear out in end grain by the tools. On dry wood, sanding is marvelous
with no clogging and faster sanding through the grades. There is some debate on the Internet as
to changes in color of the wood by the process. So far we have found no change in color or how
the wood accepts its final finish.


All in all, the entire staff at Conover Workshops have found value in the process and have now
integrated it into our turning curriculum. I urge you to try it yourself—and if you learn anything
new please share it with all of us. Likewise, Ron Kent would be pleased to receive your thoughts.
Both Ron and I hope that people will rave over their soapy bowls. But, remember, flattery is soft
soap and soft soap is 90% lye.
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A SHARPENING SYSTEM FOR
WOODTURNING TOOLS


A.   An adjustable jig for sharpening turning tools
1.   General views
2.   Sharpening jig: assembly diagram - sheet 1 of 2
3.   Sharpening jig: assembly diagram - sheet 2 of 2
4.   Sharpening jig parts - sheet 1 of 2
5.   Sharpening jig parts - sheet 2 of 2
6.   Step-by-step instructions for making the jig


B.   A  jig for creating a long grind on gouges
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Base assembly


Sharpening jig: assembly diagram - sheet 1 of 2


Copyright:  Brian Clifford


Tool rest assembly


Nut anchor assembly
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Sharpening jig: assembly diagram - sheet 2 of 2
Copyright:  Brian Clifford


General assembly


Knob assembly


(Dimensions in inches)
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Sharpening jig parts - sheet 1 of 2
Scale: one half full size Dimensions in inches


Copyright:  Brian Clifford


Material: plywood - 3/8 thick
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Sharpening jig parts - sheet 2 of 2
Not to scale


Copyright: BrianClifford


Nut anchor
Material: 3/8 ply


Nut retainer
Material: 1/8 ply


Locking plate
Material: 1/8 ply


Dimensions in inches
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Step-by-step instructions for making the sharpening jig


Introduction


To start with it is necessary to work out how high the uprights need to be.  As shown in the plans I make the height
4½ inches but this may have to be changed to suit the grinder and the hinges that are to be used.   The diagram below
shows that, for a given angle of tool rest, the higher it is, the smaller the bevel angles that can be ground.  If the
leading edge of the tool is about ½ inch above the centre of the grinding wheels, that should be sufficient.  Note that
allowance has to be made for the thickness of the hinge.  I used  the type of hinge known as a back flap.


Raising the tool rest makes it easier to achieve small bevel angles


My dimensions can be taken as a guide.  The centres of my grinding wheels are 5 inches above the baseboard.  If the
centres of the wheels on the grinder to be used are different to that then the height of the uprights will have to be
changed accordingly.


Thought also has to be given to the dimensions of the locking plate.  If the difference between the height of my
grinder and that to be used is not very great then the dimensions I give for the locking plate will be satisfactory.
Otherwise dimension R1 (4 3/8 in.) will have to be altered.  The best way to make the change would be to lay out the
locking plate to the dimensions given and then strike a new arc for R1.  Note that the size of R2 is not given. The best
way of marking the slot is described in step 15 below.


The general assembly


Step 1
Cut out all the parts.


Step 2
Glue the base stiffener to the base leaving 3/8 in. at the end for positioning the upright and 3/8 in. at the back  for the
brace. Allow the glue to dry. (Superglue is quick drying and strong.)


Step 3
Drill a hole (or cut a slot) in the base assembly so that the jig can be attached to the baseboard.  A slot will allow
for adjustment as the wheel wears down.  Note that this apperture is not shown on the plans.


Step 4
Glue in the brace. Allow the glue to dry.


Step 5
Glue in the uprights. Allow the glue to dry.


Step 6
Glue in the hinge platform. Allow the glue to dry. Note that the top corner of the platform will protrude beyond the
edges of the uprights. This can be removed by planing or sanding.
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Remove the corner of the hinge platform after assembly


The nut anchor assembly
Step 7


Drill a recess in the face of the nut anchor. The diameter of this recess is equal to the width of the nut across the flats
and the depth is the same as the thickness of the nut. A 9/32 in. diameter hole is then drilled through the centre of the
recess.


Step 8
Force the locking knob into the recess in the nut anchor. This is best done in a vice – but it can be hammered into place.


Step 9
Glue the nut retainer over the nut.


Step 10
Glue the nut anchor to the side of the upright with its lower end on the base plate.


The locking plate and knob assembly


Step 11
Temporarily fit the tool rest to the hinge platform with the hinges.


Step 12
Mark the position of the locking plate bracket on the underside of the tool rest. To do this take a spacer equal to the
width of the nut anchor assembly; hold this and the bracket against the upright; mark the position of the bracket.


Step 13
Remove the tool rest from the hinge platform and glue the bracket into the position marked.


Step 14
Reattach the tool rest


Step 15
Mark the position of the slot on the locking plate.  To do this temporarily attach the locking plate to the locking plate
bracket with two screws.  Hold a pencil against the locking plate so that the point is opposite the centre of the nut in
the nut anchor.  Move the locking plate so that a line is drawn where the centre of the slot will be.


Step 16
Remove the locking plate. Mark out the slot from the centre line and cut the slot.


Step 17
Replace the locking plate.


Step 18
Make the knob assembly and screw into position.


Calibrating the jig
The sharpening jig will be much more useful if it is calibrated so that it can quickly and easily be set to the various
bevel angles required.  Indeed, the ease with which this jig can be set is one of its great virtues.  It is calibrated by







© Brian Clifford                                                                                A Sharpening System             page 9


adding a pointer to the base and a scale to the locking plate (see photograph on front page).
Step 19


Fix a small pointer to the base adjacent to the locking plate.


Step 20
Take a strip of card about one inch wide and six inches long.


Step 21
Cut one end of one strip to a bevel angle of  15° and the other to 55° (see Diagram 1 below)


Diagram 1


Step 22
Take the template and hold its bottom edge on the tool rest.  Adjust the rest until the bevel at the upper end is resting
on the grinding wheel in the appropriate position (see Diagram 2 below).  Lock the jig with the knob and mark the
locking plate at the position of the pointer.  Turn the template round and repeat


Diagram 2


Step 23
Take a piece of thick white paper.  Mark an arc on it with a radius equal to the distance from the centre of the hinges
to the tip of the pointer.  On this arc set out the distance between the two points you have marked on the locking plate.


Step 24
Divide the distance between the points into 8 equal segments.  The easiest way to do this is to divide it in half, then
divide each of the two divisions in half, and then divide each of the four spaces in half.  This will provide a scale
marked off into angles of 5°.


Step 25
Cut out this scale and glue it on the locking plate in the appropriate position.  The end points of the scale must be
aligned with the points originally marked on the plate.


Copyright: Brian Clifford
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A jig for creating a long grind on gouges


Diagram 1:  The basic geometry of a jig to produce a long grind


Diagram 2: The modification to the basic jig


The basic geometry of a jig to produce a long grind is shown in Diagram 1.  The tool and the tool
arm are locked together.  The lower end of the tool arm rests in a ‘V’ shaped block at B and the tip
of the tool rests on the wheel at A.  To produce the grind the tool/tool arm assembly is rotated
around the line AB. The lengths of the tool armand the base arm (in relation to the length of the tool)
are fixed so as to provide the required bevel angle at the tip and the shape of the side of the long
grind.


The above arrangement requires an excessively long base arm.  In order to make the system more
compact, by shortening the base armand the tool arm, a post can be added.  The height of this is
arranged so that so that the upper end rests on the line AB.  The length of the shorter base arm and
the height of the post will depend to some extent on the height of the grinder’s wheels above the
baseboard.  However, the angle between the tool arm and the tool, and the length of the base arm
can be made so that they are adjustable.  This makes the system very flexible and so that the
dimensions for the tool and the base arms that I used on my system are likely to be satisfactory on
many other machines.  The details of these are given on the next sheet.
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For further information see notes on following sheet


A jig for creating a long grind on gouges
Sheet 2 of 3


Tool arm assembly


These photographs show the general arrrangement of the tool arm.
Critical dimensions are given in the notes overleaf


Base arm and post assembly
Dimensions in inches
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Notes
In order to facilitate the rotation of the tool/tool arm combination a partial ball and socket arrangement is
employed.  A 1/2 in. diameter hole is drilled in the top of the post to a depth of 7/16 in.  As shown in the drawing
some of the material is then cut away to allow movement of the arm.  The bottom of the arm is turned down to
form a 1/2 in. diameter ball which fits into that recess.  The distance between the shaft of the tool and the centre of
the ball is 6 inches.


The way in which I have made the arm adjustable can be seen from the photographs.  In use the arm is pushed
right up to the ferrule on the handle of the tool.  In order to ensure that the grind is the same each time a pair of
indexing marks can be made.  One is scribed on the ferrule in an appropriate position, and the other on the arm
next to it. When first setting up care has to be taken to ensure that the grind is the same on both sides of the tool.


The base arm is fixed to the base with a bolt which goes through the base and the slot in the arm. There is a wing
nut on the top.  The base arm is held in position with a strips of wood screwed to the base on either side.


A jig for creating a long grind on gouges
Sheet 3 of 3






































Sharpening Equipment  97


The only metal parts on the jig are two 5/16-in. T-nuts and matching 
thumbscrews.


The height of wood block A will vary depending 
on whether you are using an 8-in., 7-in., or 6-in. 
grinder. The goal is to have the pivot dimple 4 in. 
below the midpoint of the wheel and 7 in. out.


7 in.


4 in.


A


1" 2" 3" 4" 5" 6"


AA


BB


4 x 4 x 11/2


11/2  x 11/2


x 28


3 in. T-nut back 1 in. 
Install it before assembly.


Bandsawn 
V


Dimple 
recess


8-in. 1725 grinder (7 in. or 6 in. 
will also work, but the 8 in. 
gives less hollow grind and 
lasts two to three times longer.)


Wheels must center over slides 
to match your grinder.


5/16-in. 
T-nut


5/16-in. 
T-nut


11/2  x 11/2 spaces


3/4 x 11/2 x 103/4 x 10 x 22


5/16-in. T-nut


5/16 x 11/2 thumbscrew


Make of hardwood 
and run the grain 
vertically on the sides.


SuperGlue 
or epoxy a 
1/4-in. by 6-in. 
metal rod in 
place of wood 
for durability. 


50°


Brass or 
iron strip


Make this space 21/32 in. 
or match your bowl gouge.


To use with smaller gouges, 
make a V-shaped centering 
strip. Fit loosely with a brass 
strip at each end.


Make three or four at once because it’s much safer cutting longer strips.
Put T-nut in flush before assembly because it will be buried.
For a spindle gouge fingernail grind, make the rod 6 in. long and bend the angle to 55° or 60°.


SCALE


1" 2" 3"


SCALE


King Heiple’s Shop-Built Jig


View A


View B






























