
Making and Using a Round Skew

A small round skew can make efficient work of small spindle turnings, such as urchin 
ornaments, box finials, pens, etc.  Because it is small and round, it is much more tame than their 
rectangular and oval cousins.  What specifically about the shape and size of a 1/4” round skew 
makes it so tame?

Whenever a tool is supported on the tool rest on a single point, there is a fulcrum about which 
the tool can be rotated.  When the work is cut by the cutting edge, some amount of force is 
absorbed into the tool.  The further away force from the fulcrum, the longer the moment arm is 
(more leverage) and the more rotational force there is trying to rotate the tool.  For a skew, if the 
tool begins to rotate, it almost always results in a loss of bevel support and an instant catch. 

With a 1” rectangular skew, if I were to cut near the point opposite the fulcrum, there would be a 
moment arm of almost 1”, which is larger than most other turing tools.  Compare this to a 1/2” 
spindle gouge, for which the longest moment arm would be 1/4”.  When using a rectangular 
skew it is therefore important to cut relatively close to the fulcrum, and the turner has to be 
diligent about keeping the moment arm small enough to avoid a catch.  With a round skew, the 
fulcrum is always in the dead center of the tool.  This means that the maximum moment arm for 
a 1/4” round skew is a mere 1/8”.  This is a small enough moment arm that the force is 
insignificant, and one can cut anywhere on the cutting edge at any time, with total disregard to 
the fulcrum. 

Fulcrum

Sweet Spot
Danger!

Warning

With a rectangular skew, a turner must remain constantly cognizant of the relation of 
the cutting edge and the fulcrum,

Cutting edge
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Fulcrum

It all Sweet! 

With a 1/4” round skew, the moment arm is too small to 
create significant enough force to rotate the tool.  Just 
the normal grip of the turner is more than enough to 
overpower any rotational forces. 

Cutting edge
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Tips for Making the Handle
There are many good tutorials and videos on making tool handles, so do not feel obligated to 
make a handle this way if you prefer a different method.  I have included highlights of how I 
make handles because I have discovered some tips and tricks that you may want take 
advantage of.  

I start out like any other method, by roughing out the blank and drilling a hole for the tool bit.  
I drill the 1/4” hole about 1-1/4” deep. 

Since I like to use a collet chuck to mount the 
work, I install the tool bit at this point
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I have a collet chuck that I use, but if you do not have a collet chuck, you can make a collet jig 
for a four-jaw chuck.

A collet jig for a four-jaw chuck has a 1/4” hole in the center, and slots that allow the jig to 
compress around the 1/4” tool bit.  
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I like to use copper pipe couplers as 
opposed to copper pipe for the ferrel.  The 
couplers are thicker, readily available at a 
home center, and because they are the 
same size as a 5/8” box wrench, I can use 
a box wrench as a fixed caliper. 

A scrap of wood or sheet material with a 5/8” 
hole can be helpful to set the ferrel.
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If the ferrel is slightly loose, a few drops of 
thin CA glue will will tighten the fit. 

Using a collet chuck allows access to the face 
of the ferrel, making it easy to true and finish

Type to enter text

Copper is soft enough to be cut with a parting 
tool.
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Instead of cutting into the tool bit and dulling the parting tool, I get close, leaving a thin layer of 
wood that can be cut away with a utility knife.

I used to try to polish the ferrels to a glossy 
finish, but I have since decided I like the 
brushed look left behind by 240 grit 
sandpaper. 

Shape the handle to your liking.
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Having parallel flat spots on each side of the 
handle provides a useful reference when 
sharpening the skew.  You can use a router jig, 
a hand plane, or even on a disk sander off 
lathe to make the flats.  A caliper can be used 
to ensure that the flats are parallel.

Having the tool mounted in the collet chuck makes it possible to finish and sand the end of the 
handle on the lathe. 
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Sharpening

Holding a scrap piece of sheet material against the flats of the handle provides a visual queue 
to ensure the bevels are 180 degrees apart while grinding. 

Seventy degree skew angle (twenty degrees 
from horizontal) measured from point-to-point 
(disregarding any radius) is a good starting 
point.  At this angle, the long-point is still acute 
enough to be useful, but conservative enough to 
be tame. 

A forty degree total bevel angle (twenty degrees 
on each side.) works well on most woods. The 
angle that the cutting edge is presented to the 
work will change the “effective” bevel.  This can 
be useful for difficult woods.  
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When sharping for the first time, start by forming a screw driver.  

Then work on creating the skewed cutting edge.  To get a slight radius, swing the handle either 
side of 70 degrees while grinding.

A slight radius on the cutting edge allows 
clearance on peeling cuts, where the whole 
cutting edge would otherwise engage. Hone both sides and both points for the cleanest cuts 

and more control.  Only the very edge needs to be 
polished.

clearance
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Using

A skew cuts higher on the work than a 
gouge because of the combined bevel. 

Tool rest height is usually slightly above 
center, as opposed to slightly below center 
for gouges.

Always ride the bevel. It 
can be any part of the 
bevel, but always ride 
some part of the bevel.

Left: a planing cut rides 
the bevel near the center 
of the cutting edge, just 
behind the cut. 

Right: Point cuts ride the 
bevel on the edge of the 
bevel, also just behind 
the cut.

If there is no way to ride the 
bevel at the start of a cut, then 
with the bevel lined up, use the 
long or short point to enter the 
cut and start riding the bevel 
after entry.

enter with point bevel starts 
to ride



Making and Using a Round Skew

Any cut can be made with either the long point leading or the short point leading.  
Which is better is a a question of comfort and utility. 

Any cut can be made with or without the point. Cuts with the point are more 
aggressive, can be easier to control in some situations, and often limit vibration. 
Cuts without the point in are cleaner.  

Example: Planing cuts are traditionally made 
with the short point leading (left), but when made 
with the long point leading (right), the pressure is 
more inline with the axis and toward the 
headstock. 

Example: Rolling beads 
is more comfortable with the short point leading 
(left), but leading with the long point offers more 
visibility (right).

Example: Removing material quickly 
with the long point ‘in’.  

Example: Small beads are usually easier 
using the long point.

Example: End grain cuts cleanly when not 
using the point.Example: Finishing cut made without the 

point.  
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Resources 

Video explaining the difference between a rectangular, oval, and round skew: 

“Skew Types: Rectangular vs. oval vs. round” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ARCH_J7ypPk 

Skew articles: 

Richard Rosand “Why Round Skews are Best!” 
http://www.rrosand.com/articles/19-3a.shtml 

Ornament design 

Richard Rosand 
http://www.rrosand.com/gallery/ornaments.shtml 

Ashley Harwood 
http://www.ashleyharwood.net/ashleyharwood/ornaments.html 

Source for tool bit: 

MSC Direct:  http://mscdirect.com  Part #383-7015 

Skew Technique: 

Richard Raffan 

My email: 

 brian@brianhavens.com 
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