I

have always been fascinated by the
beauty and unique nature of burls,
and turning hollow vessels seemed
like a great way to take advantage of
this splendid material. Over the years,
most of my work has consisted of
making natural-edge hollow vessels
from burls.
Burl wood is generally more stable
than straight-grain wood that comes
from the trunk of the tree. Even so,
when burls are freshly cut and still
green (wet), they can be unstable,
and the wood will not hold the shape
after turning, as the piece dries. My
solution is to let the burl dry before
turning, at least a little bit. I store
burls for six to eighteen months
before I turn them. I seal the wood
with greenwood sealer and keep it

outdoors under a tarp to maintain a
moist environment. It’s important for
the wood to dry slowly.
On hot, dry days, I often spray water
under the tarp. A pleasant side effect
is that the wood will darken and spalt,
giving it more color and character. In
essence, I am seasoning the wood. My
objective is to dry the wood slowly
enough to stabilize it, without drying
it so much that it becomes difficult to
work with.
I have turned many different kinds of
burls over the years: buckeye, redwood,
manzanita, madrone, cherry, and
oak, but the wood I have used most
frequently is bigleaf maple burl. I live
near San Diego and bigleaf maple grows
in southern Oregon. It is easily available on a consistent basis, and I have

Detail of boxelder vessel with voids and bark inclusions.

become familiar with its characteristics.
When maple burl has a reasonable
amount of moisture in it, it will cut
easily; when it becomes bone dry, the
process becomes much more difficult,
almost like working with a different
material. I don’t have a formula for my
process, so I don’t have a particular
moisture-content percentage to offer,
but my general rule is that if water is
coming off the piece when it’s being
turned, it is too wet to hold the shape.
Some turners rough-turn hollow
vessels, then when the turning is dry,
re-turn them to a final form. I only
want to turn my hollow forms once.

Proportions
I don’t adhere to any hard-and-fast
rules about the proportions of the
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wood when I cut it up to mount onto
the lathe, but I tend toward shapes
that are slightly larger in diameter
than in height. For example, if I cut
a piece that is about 12" (30 cm) in
diameter, I would want about 9" to 12"
(22 cm to 30 cm) for the height.
When I teach, I like to have the
students start off with a square/cube
of wood—this starting point allows
for a lot of flexibility as a shape is
created. If you preshape the block
with a saw into something that is
close to what you want to make,
you have already made decisions
that will greatly affect the final
piece. I prefer to start with a cube
and do my shaping on the lathe.
This allows me to respond to what my
bowl gouges uncover. And, by leaving
more wood at the bottom of the block
during the shaping process, I am able
to tilt the wood at the tailstock end to
manipulate the burl to the orientation
I want, to take advantage of unique
features in the wood.
I generally buy burls that are large,
often up to 2,500 lb (1,135 kg) when
green. When I cut them up with my
chainsaw, I try to get them into cubes,
with the center of each cube flat or
slightly indented. This is where the natural-edge opening will end up. These large
burls are often very irregular. The challenge is to achieve a balance between the
ideal piece I want to start out with, yet
avoid too much waste. In a perfect world,
I would start out with a square block
that has good possibilities for a beautiful
natural edge in the center.

Mounting and turning
between centers
To safely mount a piece of burl
between centers, I have developed a
technique that is a little different than
what other turners use. I use a 1" (25
mm) two-prong spur drive to turn big
pieces. I select where the opening will
be, and drill a 1"-diameter hole, past
the bark, and about ¼" (6 mm) into

Buckeye burl natural-edge hollow
vessel, 2009, 9" × 13" (23 cm × 33 cm)

Boxelder natural-edge
vessel, 2010, 8" × 9"
(20 cm × 23 cm)

Madrone natural-edge
open bowl, 2011, 10" × 12"
(25 cm × 30 cm)

the solid wood. This hole
will solidly seat the spur
drive into the wood and, in
my experience, makes the
process much safer. I can then
take aggressive cuts, and as long
as I keep checking to be sure that
the live center on the tailstock end is
tight, I know that the chunk of wood
is not likely to come off the lathe.
This drilled hole will become the
opening of the hollow vessel; selecting its location is the first significant
decision I make. I often choose a location that is not in the center of the
cube—perhaps a natural edge will line
up better otherwise. Deciding where to
locate the opening of the hollow vessel
becomes easier with years of trial-anderror experience. Sometimes, I sacrifice part of the burl and end up with
a smaller vessel, but this allows more
control over the shape and look of the
vessel. The outcome is not simply an
accident—it is my choice of how to best
orient a particular piece of burl.
I turn the wood between centers
until I get close to the final shape, and
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then I make a tenon and mount the
wood into a chuck. I will then make
my final decisions regarding shape.

Cutting burl with gouges
With burl, there are no uphill or downhill rules of cutting the wood to get a
clean cut. The grain swirls around in
unpredictable directions, which is how
the burl was formed in the first place.
You might end up cutting into endgrain-type material anywhere on the
piece, and you will find that some parts
might be cutting cleanly, while other
portions are showing torn grain on the
same cut. My way to deal with this is to
make fine, careful cuts when I am close
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to the final shape, with a freshly sharpened bowl gouge. I use push cuts with a
small gouge and pull, shear cuts with a
large gouge to make refinements.
While I am making my roughing cuts
between centers, I try to determine in
which direction the wood will cut the
cleanest, so when I get to those final
cuts, I have an idea of what will work
best on that particular piece of burl.

Whole
maple burl,
approximately
500 lb.

Bark inclusions and voids

Maple burl cut into a cube.

Two-prong spur drive seated into a cube of
maple burl (for turning between centers).

Burls are a bit mysterious and surprising. I find all sorts of surprises as I cut
into them. Some burls, like buckeye, are
root burls, and I can expect to encounter sand, pebbles, and even rocks that
the burl grew around as it was forming.
I often see burl for sale with the bark
removed, but I prefer to start with the
bark still attached. Sometimes I use
some of the bark as part of the wall of
the vessel, and that can be challenging,
as the bark is a completely different
material from the solid wood. In that
case, I often use thin CA glue, early in
the process, to give more structural
strength to the vessel. I also use some
glue to keep pieces of the bark intact, if
I think they will contribute something
positive to the final piece. I rarely use
CA glue to repair a piece of bark that
flies off during the hollowing process,
because that glue joint will most likely
be too obvious. I don’t want the glue to
become a feature of the vessel.
I use glue almost like a piece of tape, to
hold the bark in places where I want to
try and keep it. But, if it is obvious that
the bark is not going to cooperate and
become a part of the final piece, I don’t
force the issue by using a lot of glue that
will show up in the finished vessel.

Creating a pleasing form
One of the most challenging aspects
of working with a burl is finding a
balance between taking advantage
of the unique features of the material
and letting it totally dictate what you
make. Using wood that is special to

Mike hollows a maple burl vessel.
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you (expensive, rare, unique) can be
a trap where you value the wood to
an extent that you are afraid to turn
much of it away. You can be so aware of
its cost or uniqueness that you believe
you have to make the biggest object
you can. When I have been in that
frame of mind, I usually find the end
result to be less than pleasing.
I don’t have many rules in making
my work, but I try always to “sacrifice
size for form.” I am much better off
making a smaller piece that I find
pleasing, than a slightly larger one that
I think is just okay. I understand this
is easy to say, because the temptation
is always there to try and hang on to
as much of that expensive burl as you
can. Resist that urge.

Hollowing burl
Hollowing burl is not that much different than working with straightgrained woods, as long as the wood
still has some moisture in it. If,
however, the material is dry or if it has
sand or rocks inside, that is a very different situation. I used HSS cutters for
many years, and dry, hard wood with
embedded sand can take a long time to
hollow because a lot of time is devoted
to sharpening the cutter tips. Just as
with a chainsaw, as soon as the cutter
touches sand or rock, it becomes dull.
I now use hollowing tools that I
designed and they have carbide cutters
and swivel tips. The carbide enables me
to complete projects that would have
been next to impossible with HSS. There
are a number of hollowing tools available that use carbide cutters, and your
choice of hollowing tools really comes
down to which ones you are most comfortable with. I use only hand-held hollowing tools—that enables me to experience the feel of working with the wood
and the sense of freedom that allows.
When you find tools that you especially like, those are the tools you
should use. If you plan on hollowing
tough, hard material, though, you

Safety warning:
Pieces of bark can (and will) fly off the
lathe without warning when you turn
material like this. Watch your speed, wear
a full faceshield, try to stay out of the line
of fire, and always stop the lathe to check
if you notice any changes in sound or feel
during turning or sanding.

might want to consider using carbide
cutters. They can be much more efficient than HSS for cutting burls.
I want to end up with a smooth
surface anywhere a vessel can be felt.
When I know that I am getting close to
a final wall thickness, I slow down the
cutting process to achieve a smooth,
final surface. I then extend that goodquality surface into the vessel, at least
where I can reach my fingers. The rest
of the inside will hold up to inspection
with a light, but I don’t worry about
the feel of the surface in a place that
nobody will ever touch.

Sanding and surface quality
After I make final clean cuts with a
sharp gouge (to minimize sanding) I
do as much sanding as I have to, until I
am satisfied with the surface quality.

I power sand a little bit before I
hollow a vessel, but I don’t try to
obtain a final surface quality while the
vessel is on the lathe. I initially sand
with 120- and/or 180-grit discs, doing
a thorough job. I also sand in reverse,
especially when there are a lot of bark
inclusions. When bark inclusions are
present, if you sand only in one direction, the disc will hit the inclusion the
same way each time and the abrasive
can dig into the same place. By also
sanding in reverse, the bark inclusions
are hit by the sanding discs from a different direction, which helps achieve a
consistent wall thickness.
As you get better and more experienced with gouges, your vessels will
begin to require less sanding. Until
that happens, especially with burls,
sand as much as you have to. A goodquality surface finish on your vessels
shows how much you care about and
have pride in your work. If you are
willing to spend the time and effort,
even as you are learning, you can
achieve professional results.

Drying and finishing
After I turn a piece, I dry it slowly in
a paper or plastic bag. If I use a plastic
bag, I will check it every few days and

Mesquite natural-edge
hollow vessel, 2010,
9" × 8" (23 cm × 20 cm)
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Maple burl natural-edge vessel,
2008, 13" × 15" (33 cm × 38 cm).
This vessel was in AAW’s Maple
Medley exhibit.

Buckeye burl vessel, 2010, 6" × 6"
(15 cm × 15 cm). This vessel was in
AAW’s Roots exhibit.

appearance. Decide what works
best for you.

air it out to make sure that no mold is
growing. I then do all my final sanding
off the lathe, after the wood is fully
dry. This might sound crazy—it is not
the most efficient method time-wise,
but it works for me. I use a 1/4-sheet
palm sander with 220- and 320-grit
paper to do final sanding. Sanding
this way enables me to work around
the bark inclusions and get the best
surface finish I can possibly achieve.
Sometimes I also slightly buff the
wood, but that depends on what looks
best with each hollow vessel.
On most burls, I build up coats of
a tung-oil finish. In working with
burls that have surface imperfections
like bark inclusions, I never let the
oil stay on the surface as long as the
directions say. To avoid shiny spots
in recessed areas, I wipe the oil off
fairly quickly. I then immediately use
a compressed-air gun to blow the oil
out of recessed places. Then I wipe
the surface again. The number of
coats I will build up depends on the
look I want. Applying multiple coats
of tung oil will give a more glossy

Working with burls to make hollow
vessels with natural edges can be very
rewarding. It can also be frustrating,
especially if you expect to achieve perfection the first time. Repetition and
experience will get you where you want
to go. I have made thousands of hollow
vessels and I have yet to make a perfect
one; and I know I never will. Each piece
teaches me something and that makes
me want to improve the next one. I recommend that you keep making pieces
and critiquing the results as you progress. There is no substitute for experience with this type of project.

One of the best “tools” to
take advantage of when creating hollow vessels from burls
is a sense of humor. Of course, I
am always aware of safety factors,
but I try not to take myself too seriously, so I remind my students that,
“this isn’t brain surgery.” Sometimes,
defects in the wood are out of your
control; you might as well accept and
work with them.
One of my survival techniques is
not to get too attached to the piece
I am working on until it is off the
lathe. As far as I am concerned, it
doesn’t exist until it survives the
whole turning process and I am
holding the finished vessel in my
hands. Until then, it is just raw material and I don’t hesitate to make that
“one last cut” to try to get a more
pleasing shape or maintain the consistency of the wall thickness.
The feeling of holding a finished
piece in my hands at the end of the
day, knowing that I created it from
a block of wood, is for me the most
enjoyable part of woodturning.
Stay safe, keep increasing your experience level, and have fun!

Mike Jackofsky is a full-time professional
woodturner from California and a member
of the San Diego Woodturners. Mike
teaches and demonstrates and he designed
the Hollow-Pro tools he uses in his work. To
find out more about Mike, his work, and
his new DVD, Woodturning with Mike
Jackofsky: Making a Hollow Vessel, visit
mikejackofsky.com.

Mike holds a maple burl hollow vessel.
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Mike will be a featured demonstrator
at the AAW Woodturning Symposium
in San José in June.
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