
S
ending jointer knives out for sharpening is inconvenient enough, but I’ve also 
been unhappy with the results. I’ve tried half a dozen sharpening services over the 
years, and the edges were rarely very fine and often quite coarse. Also, re-setting 
the new knives to perfection is a time-consuming and tedious task—time I’d much 
rather spend woodworking. For years, I’ve been trying to devise a reliable way to 

get really sharp knives without having to remove them from the cutterhead. Any freehand 
method wasn’t accurate enough. And then I came up with this jig. It is simple to make and 
can be adapted easily to your own machine’s dimensions.

This DIY sharpening doesn’t completely replace the need for a sharpening service. If your 
knives get large chips, it’s best to have a sharpening service do the heavy grinding work. 
However, a hobbyist who uses his machines carefully should get years of use before hav-

ing to remove the knives.

Hendrik Varju builds furniture and teaches woodworking near 
Toronto, Canada. His website is passionforwood.com.

Sharpen Jointer 
Knives in Place

Get better cuts 
and spend less time 

fiddling with your machine

B Y  H E N D R I K  V A R J U

BEFORE

AFTER

Online Extra
The concept works on planers, too! 
To see Varju’s jig for planer knives, 
visit FineWoodworking.com/extras.
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As the infeed table is 
lowered, the dowel in 

the locking jig rotates 
the cutterhead clockwise, 

moving the knife from 
approximately 12 o’clock 
to about 1 o’clock.

WRONG: BLADE SHARPENED AT APEX
If you sharpen the knife when it is at its 
apex, the microbevel will rub on the wood 
and the knife won’t cut well.

RIGHT: BLADE SHARPENED 
FORWARD OF APEX
If you rotate the knife forward, the micro-
bevel is shallow enough to clear the 
workpiece but still provide a strong edge.

Insert locking jig. With the machine un-
plugged, the infeed table all the way up, and one 
of the knives at its apex of its arc, test-fit the jig.

1. Lock the head in place
To ensure that each of the knives is sharpened at the same angle and left at the same height, it is critical 
that the cutterhead is locked in the same position when each knife is sharpened. The jig does that.

LOWER THE INFEED TABLE 1 ⁄ 8 IN.

Locking jig made 
from hardwood Dowel

Cutterhead

*If your jointer doesn’t have a 
suitable opening, you’ll need to 
find another method of securing 
the cutterhead in the exact same 
spot for every knife rotation, but 
the sharpening technique will 
work equally well.

With the knife at its apex, 
mark on the jig the location 
of the adjacent slot in the 
cutterhead and then drill 
and insert a short length 
of dowel.

Opening in 
rabbeting ledge

Sharpening 
position

Knife apex position

RELIEF ANGLE IS THE KEY

Move the table. This will rotate the knife forward, so it ends up about 
1⁄8 in. below a block of wood representing the sharpening stone. Now you 
can hone the bevel at an angle that won’t rub on the workpiece.

MAKE A JOINTER LOCKING JIG

The hardwood body goes into the opening in the rabbeting 
ledge adjacent to the cutterhead. The fit should be snug 
enough to avoid any slop but still be easily removable.

Back of bevel 
hits wood 
surface

Space behind 
cutting edge

Rotate cutter forward 
for sharpening.

1⁄8 in.
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2. Hone a microbevel
Your aim is to remove only enough metal 

to get rid of any small nicks in the knife. 
This secondary bevel should be much 
smaller than the main bevel.

Next knife. With-
out adjusting the 
tables, remove the 
locking jig, rotate 
the cutterhead to 
the next slot, and 
reinsert the jig to 
lock the second 
knife in the same 
position. When 
all the knives are 
done, raise the in-
feed table, then the 
outfeed table until 
snipe disappears.

Sharpen the knife. Place the fine (600-grit) 
side of the diamond stone on the knife with 
about half its length on the outfeed table. You 
can also use water- or oilstones, or sandpaper on 
plywood. Draw the stone toward the outfeed ta-
ble, to avoid creating a burr (below, left). Lift the 
stone back over the knife and repeat the step.

BURR BE 
GONE

If you only move 
the stone from right 

to left, you won’t 
create a burr on the 
flat side of the knife. 
If you go from left 
to right and create a 
tiny burr, it is easily 
removed with a small 
slip stone. 

T IP

Check your progress. 
Before switching to the 
1,200-grit side of the 
stone, use a magnifying 
glass to check the micro-
bevel. The width doesn’t 
have to be uniform, but it 
must extend along the full 
length of the knife (inset). 
You will automatically stop 
cutting when the tip of the knife 
is no longer proud of the outfeed table.

Protect the table. Apply some 
self-adhesive, plastic laminate 
sheet (leevalley.com) to the start 
of the outfeed table. This will 
protect it from the sharpening 
stones. If you are just lightly honing 
the knives, clear packing tape 
works fine.

Set the depth of cut. Lower the outfeed table until a 
block of wood (representing the sharpening stone) just 
touches the knife. A strip of copier paper should just slip 
under the wood at the start of the outfeed table.  

2. Hone a microbevel
Your aim is to remove only enough metal 

to get rid of any small nicks in the knife. 
This secondary bevel should be much 
smaller than the main bevel.

NOW LOWER THE OUTFEED TABLE 

Position the outfeed table to just below the 
height of the blade.
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