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We begin this project by explaining the tools needed to turn a finished bowl. A list of 
tools needed for the job is just below. I will explain the equipment and will explain why 
other tools may be used in place of others.  I will also explain where to get the wood. 
That is probably the most asked question I hear.  
 
Wood Sources 
Sources for wood and ways to get free or nearly free wood. Tell everyone you know that 
you turn wood and are always looking for wood. Check out your own firewood pile. Any 
time you hear a chainsaw in your neighborhood follow that sound. Whenever I am riding 
in the car I look at every woodpile on the side of the road. My local woodturning club has 
a wood auction every month. Members donate a couple of pieces of wood each month 
and we sell raffle tickets one for a dollar and 3 for two dollars. This helps my local club 
and also gets me different kinds of wood.  
 
Equipment List: 
Full-face shield 
 Chain saw or Band saw  
Wood lathe 
Face plate or Scroll chuck 
Bowl gouge 
Spindle gouge 
Skew chisel 
Sand paper 



 
For this project we are going to make a regular bowl. This bowl could be used for 
anything from food to marbles or it could be a non-functional piece of art. If it will be 
used it should have a sturdy base about 30 % of the total diameter and the walls should be 
thick enough to withstand some abuse. If it will be for show then anything goes. After 
turning the bowl we will remount it on the lathe using a process called reverse turning to 
turn the bottom of the bowl and create the foot. 
 
Getting started 

 
Select a piece of wood a little longer then the diameter. If the log has been cut for any 
length of time it will have splits in each end. Cut the log in half long ways first. This can 
be done with either a chain saw or a band saw. We don’t want to use the very center of 
the log (Pith). This will almost always cause your bowl to split. Plan to get rid of this part 
of the tree. 



 
 I made a set of circle templates that I lay on the log to see what size bowl I will be able 
to make. I use these guides on the bandsaw to rough cut my bowl. The reason I want to 
do this is so my bowl blank is fairly balanced. Also by cutting off a lot of the excess 
wood the turning process goes a little faster.  



 
Once I have my piece cut I mount it between centers. By starting between centers I am 
able to shift the piece around a little to help with balancing and also grain alignment. 
Having the piece mounted between centers is a more secure mount so I always feel safer 
when I start turning.  



 
Bring up the tool rest into position. Make sure the piece rotates by hand before turning on 
the lathe. You want the toolrest close to the work piece but not touching. Make sure and 
check all the way around the blank. 
 



Turning the bowl 

Start the lathe out at the slowest speed available. This way you can make sure the piece is 
not out of balance to bad. I like to start shaping the outside of the bowl first. I start out 
shaping the bowl right away. I start from the right hand side and start removing the wood 
and shaping the bowl. This allows me to see the shape developing from the start.  



 
I will also turn a tenon to hold the bowl with. I usually use a scroll chuck to hold my 
piece But a faceplate would work just as well, just keep the screw holes in mind when 
working on your bowl. If turning a tenon to mount your bowl you need to make sure the 
tenon has a 90-degree shoulder. The chuck holds the tenon and the shoulder rests on the 
chuck to provide more support. After putting the bowl in the chuck you will need to re-
true the bowl. At this point I make sure I have the final shape I want.  



 
I will usually sand the outside of my bowl at this point. When you start hollowing the 
bowl sometimes it will warp. By sanding the outside now it is still running true. I will 
also spray a coat of finish on at this point. This will help slow down the moisture loss of 
the wood.  



 
Now I shape the inside of the bowl. I use my bowl gouge. I will true the face of the bowl. 
I concentrate on the outside inch of the bowl, as this is where the rim of the bowl will be. 
Then starting at the center I start removing the wood. I keep the bevel of the tool rubbing 
to do this you need to have the tool handle past center line of the lathe and then swing it 
towards you as your cut progresses. I remove probably 1/3 of the wood and then start 
focusing on the rim. We are trying to get a consistent wall thickness. You want to work 
your way down into the bowl. 



 
 I go about an inch at a time. Do your first inch and then remove some more wood from 
the center and then go back out to the rim. Try to keep the wall thickness the same as the 
first inch. Stop the lathe and check the bowl thickness. For the first 2 or 3 inches you can 
use your fingers. After that you need to use a set of calipers.  Try to get an even wall 
thickness throughout the whole bowl. This will help prevent the bowl from cracking or 
splitting. 
 
 



Sanding and Finishing 

 
I like to sand the bowl as I go. I start by sanding with 120, 180, 220 and finally 320.After 
sanding I will apply a little wax with a piece of 0000 steel wool and then buff with a 
paper towel. The sanding takes place as the bowl progresses.  After turning the outside I 
sand and finish and the after turning the bowl around and hollowing it out I will sand and 
finish the inside. If you have tool marks in the bowl a little extra sanding may be required 
this can be accomplished with the lathe stopped. It is a good idea to stop between each 
grit of paper and inspect the surface. Sanding marks or tool marks need to be removed 
before you step up to the next higher grit.  



 
I like to do as much work on the lathe as possible. This piece has been turned, sanded and 
finish sprayed on it.  



Reverse turning the foot 

 
I use a fairly low-tech method of holding my nearly finished bowl. I have a piece of wood 
screwed onto a faceplate. I have trued this up and rounded the corners. I place a paper 
towel between the wood and the inside of my bowl. The tailstock is then brought up and 
the live center holds the piece tight.  
 



 
For this picture I have used a different bowl. This bowl was held on the lathe using a 
faceplate and screws. I am just about to start cutting through my screw holes. I am using 
a 3/8-inch spindle gouge to remove the wood. I will go almost to the live center. I will 
leave a rim of wood that will form a foot. I need to make sure I cut deep enough to 
remove the screw holes but not so deep as to turn through the bottom of the bowl. 



 
Here is the finished rim. I am putting some decorative grooves in the bottom of the bowl. 
I am using a small skew chisel turned on its side. Just touch the point of the skew to the 
bowl to scrape a groove. I usually cut a few grooves to dress up the bottom of my pieces. 
 



 
Now I use a sharp chisel to remove the little nub of wood left in the center. I remove the 
nub slightly above the bottom this way if the wood comes off deeper than you were 
expecting you are still above the bowl. 
 



 
A little sanding takes care of the center. All that is left is signing the piece and applying 
the finish. I also write the species of wood on the piece so years down the road all you 
have to do is peek at the bottom to see what it was. I use an acid free fine tip marker to 
sign my work. 
 

 



List of Suppliers 

Craft Supplies USA 
1287 E. 1120 S. 
Provo, Utah 84606 
1-800-551-8876 
www.woodturnerscatalog.com 

Packard Woodworks Inc. 
1-800-683-8876 
 www.packardwoodworks.com 

Wood Craft 
560 Airport Industrial Park 
P.O. Box 1686 
Parkersburg, WV. 26102 
1-800-225-1153 
www.woodcraft.com 
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Emory Mclaughlin has been woodturning since 1998. A full-time, stay-at-home father 
of two, Emory spends many evening hours in his workshop, perfecting his woodturning 
skills. He attended the Arrowmont School of Arts and Crafts located in Gatlinburg 
Tennessee on a scholarship in June 2000. All of Emory's pieces are hand-turned on a 
wood lathe.  Some of his pieces also include hand-carved accents. Emory starts out with a 
design or shape in mind and must work around the grain of the wood. The grain 
sometimes has the final say in the shape and size of the piece. Most of the wood he uses 
is salvaged or storm damaged wood from various sources.   
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