
any hardwood will do. Fig. 2 shows some of the awls I have
made. You might experiment turning different shapes from
scraps until you find one that you like, and then embellish
it with a bead or two or add decorative V-grooves. You
might even try laminating contrasting woods from your
scrap pile.

STEEL SHAFT
I like to make the awl shafts from “music wire” cut 5" long.
Music wire is tempered, high-carbon steel and is also
known as spring steel. One of its uses is for radio-controlled
aircraft landing gear, so it is typically available at hobby
shops that deal with model aircraft. I prefer a 5/32" diame-
ter wire, but the wire comes in various diameters if you
want a larger or smaller shaft. Music wire comes in 3'
lengths, so for about $2.00, you will be able to make about

wls have many uses, but they are typically used in
woodworking for starting screw holes and scoring
cutting lines. In woodturning, I use one to mark the

center of a small spindle blank or to mark the center loca-
tion when drilling a hole for a screw chuck. Awls are easy
to fabricate and make excellent gifts—not only for wood-
turners, but for anyone with a toolbox! These instructions
are about how I make an awl, but it is certainly not the
only way and I will point out other options as we go along.
So let’s get started. Fig. 1 shows the materials needed for
this project.

HANDLE
Select a piece of dry hardwood approximately 2" square x
4" long. I have made handles from cherry, dogwood,
maple, oak, Osage orange, and sweetgum, but almost
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Here are the basic items
needed for this project.

Fig. 1

A variety of awls is shown. Ferrules can be made from
various plumbing fittings.

Fig. 2 Fig. 3



seven awl shafts from one rod. Drill rod, which is readily
available at big box home improvement stores, can also
be used. I do not use drill rod because of the extra steps
required to heat-treat it; music wire is already hardened.
I have also heard of folks using hardened concrete nails
and even an old drill bit with the flutes going into the han-
dle.

FERRULES
A ferrule reduces the chances of the end of the handle
splitting when leveraged, and it also creates a smooth
transition between the handle and the shaft. You can use
a brass flare nut or compression ring or another brass or
copper plumbing fitting (see Fig. 3). A small length of 1/2"
copper pipe works well, but I think brass looks a little
classier. I kept the brass fittings left over from changing a
kitchen sink fixture, so that is what I will be using here.

MAKE THE HANDLE
If the blank is perfectly square, simply chuck it up in a
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Wood: dry hardwood – 1-1/2" to 2" square x 3-1/2"
to 5" long

Tools: lathe; 4-jawed chuck (nice, but not essential);
bandsaw; Jacobs chuck for drilling with appropri-
ate size bit; Dremel-type rotary tool with cutoff
wheel; 4" belt sander or grinder; spindle roughing
gouge or skew; 3/8" spindle gouge; parting tool;
spear point scraper

Music wire 5/32" diameter x 36" (available from most
hobby shops and hardware stores—I use K&S
Engineering brand)

Ferrule of 1/2" copper pipe or brass plumbing fitting
Assorted grits of abrasive paper
5-minute epoxy glue
Minwax Antique Oil or finish of choice
Tape
Safety glasses

Please refer to all manufacturers’ labels for proper
product usage.

SUPPLIES
4-jawed chuck. However, my turning blanks are cut on the
bandsaw and are rarely square. Therefore, I round the
handle blank between centers using a spindle roughing
gouge or skew. Then I turn a tenon on one end (just under
2") to fit my Supernova2 (see Fig. 4). I make sure I have a
clean 90° shoulder so that I will have a good strong
mechanical fit. This is a more secure way of chucking than
chucking a square and is worth the additional effort
required.

After mounting the blank in the chuck using the just-
created tenon, a parting tool is used to mark the end of
the handle and to turn a small tenon on the end to fit
the ferrule. Using a ruler would give me twice as many
opportunities to make a measuring error, so I simply use the
ferrule to mark the length of the tenon and add perhaps
an extra 1/16" so that the tenon will sit proud of the ferrule
even after any sanding (see Fig. 5).

ADD A FERRULE
Fit the ferrule to the handle tenon by “sneaking up” on the
correct diameter so that you will have a snug fit. (Note: If
you are using a piece of copper pipe, be sure and deburr
it first.) When you finally have a good fit, use a little glue to
secure the ferrule; I like to use 5-minute epoxy, but a few
drops of medium cyanoacrylate glue (CA or superglue)
would work fine. If you are using a fitting, such as a flare
nut that has threads, skip the glue, since the ferrule will be
screwed on (see Fig. 6). After the glue has set, shape and
finish the ferrule as desired. Brass is easy to cut with a high-
speed steel (HSS) spindle gouge or a scraper—just take
very light cuts.

Drill the hole for the steel shaft using a Jacobs chuck in
the tailstock (see Fig. 7). I make the hole about 1/16" larger
than the steel shaft to allow a little room for the epoxy;
therefore, using 5/32" rod would call for a 11/64" twist drill
bit. Use the tip of the skew to make a little dimple in the
center of the blank (it makes it easier to center the drill
bit). I drill the hole about 1-1/2" deep, sometimes a bit less
for smaller awls. If you don’t have a Jacobs chuck, you
can always pre-drill the blank with a drill press or electric
hand drill before turning between centers. I try and keep
the speed to around 1000 rpm and clear the shavings a
few times while drilling.

Shape the handle as you see fit with a spindle gouge.
Here I have chosen a short fat handle design (see Fig. 8).

Turn between centers and add
a tenon for a 4-jawed chuck.

Chuck the blank, use a parting
tool to mark the top of the
handle, and add the tenon.

Shape the brass ferrule.

Fig. 4

Fig. 5 Fig. 6
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Carefully shape the handle to the
edge of the ferrule so that there will
be a smooth transition—a bead here
is an attractive feature. Finish sanding
through the various grits up to about
320 or 400. You will also want to sand
the ferrule to polish it, but use a sepa-
rate piece of abrasive paper to pre-
vent the black oxides in the metal
from staining the wood. Occasionally,
I like to add decorative V-grooves,
using a spear point scraper or a skew
on its side. For sure, you will want to
add a V-groove if using a burn wire. If
you do cut grooves, lightly sand away
any fuzzies with a fine-grit abrasive.

Now it is time to part off the handle. When you get
close to parting off, you may want to make the last cut
with a saw with the lathe off, and I find a Japanese flush
cut saw works well for this. Carefully trim off any waste on
the handle butt with a skew or knife, if necessary, and
finish sanding the butt of the handle. I was able to wrap a
piece of tape around the ferrule and reverse-chuck the
handle with my small jaws, which allowed me to easily
sand off the butt of the handle.

MAKE THE STEEL SHAFT
Cut the music wire using a Dremel-type rotary tool with a
cutoff wheel—I find it difficult to cut with a hacksaw,
because the wire is tempered. Wear safety glasses when
using a cutoff wheel, as the wire can shatter and pieces
can fly off. Also, keep anything flammable away from the
sparks from the cutoff wheel (see Fig. 9).

I prefer to glue in the shaft with epoxy and let the glue
dry before sharpening, because I find this makes it easier
to sharpen the point when I have a handle to hold. I make
a long taper about 1-1/2" to a fine point on the end of the
shaft, using a 4" belt sander (see Fig. 10). The blade is held
at a slight angle to the belt while rotating the handle. The
shaft could also be sharpened on a grinder. If you use a
grinding wheel (see Fig. 11), drill a hole through a scrap
block that will rest on the grinding platform. Turn the awl in
this little jig while grinding to get a nice, smooth taper.
Remember, this is carbon steel, not HSS, so watch the heat.
I keep a cup of water nearby for frequent quenching so

that I don’t destroy the temper at the tip. Polish the shaft
using progressively finer grits of abrasive paper up to 400 or
600 grit. This is steel, not wood, so it will take a little longer
to get a smooth surface, but it is worth it to get that nice
polished shaft.

The finished awl is shown in the main photo on page
26. Add finish to the handle if you like; I use a few coats of
Minwax Antique Oil on most of my turnings, but some folks
like to leave their handles natural and let them develop a
nice patina with use.

Enjoy making and using your awl!

Drill the hole for the shaft.

Fig. 7

Shape the handle and
add embellishments.

Cut the wire with a rotary
tool and a cutoff wheel.

Fig. 8

Fig. 9

Sharpen the shaft
on a belt sander.

Fig. 10

Use a jig if sharpening
on a grinder.

Fig. 11
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