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A honing guide
Is the great equalizer

GET YOUR CHISELS AND PLANES
AS SHARP AS THE PROS’, GUARANTEED

BY ASA CHRISTIANA

hear from a lot of readers who struggle with sharpening, and I always pass
along my two personal breakthroughs: Use a honing guide and go up to
8,000 grit. Not everyone agrees with the first part. Roughly half the teachers I
know tell their students to hone by hand, balancing the tool on its bevel by
feel. That's not the best advice for hobbyists, if you ask me.

Those who advocate handheld honing are mostly professional furniture
makers, who sharpen their tools every day and don’t want to waste time. I admit,
with zero setup time the method is faster than a honing guide, but most hobbyists
don’t sharpen their chisels and plane blades every day, or even every week,
so they never develop and maintain the finely tuned muscle memory that
handheld honing requires. And if you rock that edge on the stone,
even a little bit, you might not be sharpening the very tip. For

THE DEVIL’S IN THE BEVEL

It doesn’t hurt to say it one more time: A sharp edge
is the junction of two highly polished surfaces: the
back and the bevel. The former is easier to handle, as it

is a large flat surface and only needs to be done once, when you
first acquire the tool. The bevel is trickier.
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Why the honing guide
beats handheld

ALWAYS THE RIGHT ANGLE

Locking in the angle ensures that the honing
action reaches the tip with each subsequent
stone you use.

The blade, the guide, aan\
the sharpening surface
create a triangle, locking

in the honing angle.

BALANCING ACT

Without a guide it's very easy to change the
angle subtly as you move the blade, which
rounds the bevel and keeps you from honing
the very tip, where it matters.

It’s difficult
to keep a The blade rocks subtly,

blade perfectly the bevel becomes
balanced on its rounded, and the
bevel as you honing action doesn’t
move it. reach the edge.

Photos: Matt Kenney; drawings: John Tetreault
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TWO good gu IdeS One includes everything you need and clamps flat

blades a bit more securely; the less-expensive
version works just fine with a shopmade jig.

VERITAS MK. Il HONING GUIDE

$64.50
leevalley.com

BASIC HONING GUIDE

Best overall. The Veritas Mk. Il honing guide comes with an attachment that locks in a wide vari-
ety of bevel angles (above left). A stop sets the angle (right) and a lip along one edge ensures that

$6 to $15
Widely available

Best value. For less-expensive guides, make a setup board so that you can quickly set the protrusion of the

blade for common angles. To do so, set up the guide for a given angle (left), then position a stop block (center)
so you can return the guide quickly and positively to the same exact angle in the future (right).

peace of mind, use a honing guide. You might experience
true sharpness for the first time. Then you’ll know what all the
hand-tool fuss is about.

Where handheld honing goes wrong

To understand why handheld honing is tricky, you need to
understand the process. For starters, it works much better with a
“hollow grind,” the scooped-out bevel formed by a wheel of some
kind. Then you rock the tool on the sharpening stone, feeling for
the little bumps that tell you the bevel is resting flat, and then try
to keep at that same angle, riding those two tiny points evenly
as you move the blade up and down the stone. (It’s easier on
chisels, which have a longer bevel, than on plane blades, which
are thinner.) But if you rock the blade at all as you move it, the
system breaks down. Here’s why.

Like sanding a wood surface, you need to work your way up
through the abrasive grits (grinding at a coarse grit, then usually
going to a series of stones: 1,000-grit, then 4,000, then 8,000) to
end up with a polished secondary bevel at the tip of the tool.
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Now picture what happens as you hold that blade by hand, rock
it onto its bevel, and try to lock your arms and hold it at precisely
the same angle while sliding it back and forth along the stone.
Unless you have a good feel for this and practice frequently, you
eventually will rock the bevel off its high points, rounding the tip
slightly. Now you're a goner, because you have no good way of
knowing if each successive grit is getting to the very tip.

Contrast that tricky operation with the simplicity of a honing
guide. You grind the bevel any way you want to. Bench
grinders take a bit of skill to avoid burning the edges and
softening the steel. So feel free to use your honing guide to
form the primary bevel on a few sheets of sandpaper stuck on
glass or granite, on a coarse diamond plate, on a motorized
sandpaper platter, or any way that is convenient. Just grind at
a slightly shallower angle than you want for your secondary
(honed) bevel. I grind most tools at 25°.

Now set up your honing jig to raise the tool to 27° or 28° (go
higher for chisels that you will pound and chop with, and for
certain bevel-up planes), and start honing. It works for hollow-
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How to hone with a guide

KEEP THE EDGE STRAIGHT

To speed up the process, hone the bevel at a higher angle
than you ground it. This focuses all of the action where it
matters: at the cutting edge.

Apply light pressure equally to both
sides of the blade (just behind the

N - 3 cutting edge) to keep the edge square
Start with the back. Work up through your stones so that Then prep the secondary bevel. Grind- to the blade.

it's flat and highly polished. You only have to do this once, ing can leave deep scratches, so start on a
when you first get the blade. 1,000-grit stone, and then use a 4,000-grit.

Hone it to perfec-
tion. Do this on
your finest stone,
typically 8,000 grit.
The honed bevel
doesn’t need to be
the same thickness
across the width

of the blade, but it
should extend from
edge to edge (see
below).

" Back to the back.
Take the blade out
of the guide and
take a few quick
strokes on your
finest stone to
remove the burr
that formed there
as you honed the
bevel.

" "PRIMARY BEVEL
(GROUND)

(HONED)

ground bevels and flat bevels alike. And the blade will never
budge from its honing angle. That's the key. You’ll know that
every grit is reaching the very tip, where it matters.

Not all guides are created equal
Like most tools, there are better honing guides and worse ones.
To be sure your blades are staying at the same exact angle
regardless of the abrasive, you need a guide that rides on the
stones, not on your workbench. Not all waterstones, for example,
are the same thickness. So, if the guide’s roller(s) ride beside or
behind the stone, you'll have to re-adjust it for each new stone,
and you won’t know if you are back at the same exact angle.
After that, it doesn’t much matter, but you need a quick and

accurate way to set up your guide for a variety of angles. [] A e ¥
The proof is in the pine. A sharp chisel or plane blade will slice end-
Asa Christiana is editor of FWW. grain pine without tearing the fibers, leaving a glass-smooth surface.
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