
A
bout 30 years ago at a tool 
sale, I bought a fine Marples 
bevel-edged chisel with about 
a third of the blade snapped 
off. I took it home and ground 
a new edge at an 18° skew. I 

still have that chisel, and I can’t imagine 
cutting dovetails by hand without it.

You can buy bevel-edge skew chisels—
they’re often sold in pairs for between 
$60 and $130—but it’s far less expensive 
to make your own. All it takes is a flea-
market chisel (3⁄8 in. or 1⁄2 in. works 
well) or an extra chisel you already own. 
And there’s no reason to make a pair. 
A single skew works great. I use mine 
bevel down and bevel up to get into left 
and right corners.

Making a skew chisel involves blunting 
the tip at the skew angle, grinding the 
bevel, and then honing. It’s not difficult 
at all.

Garrett Hack is a contributing editor.

The angled tip is ideal for precise cuts deep into tight corners (the skew angle actually forces it into 
the corner), and for long paring cuts. 

Dovetail  
corners. The tip 
of the skew eas-
ily shears away 
the end grain 
in a half-blind 
dovetail (far 
left), and pares 
the long-grain 
areas, too (left). 

Nothing better for reaching into tight spots

Got a skew 
chisel?
Must-have tool 

 is easy to Make

B y  G a r r e t t  H a c k

Between tenons. The chisel 
is adept at cleaning out waste 
between double tenons as well 
as for cleaning up the corners 
at the base of a tenon.
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Thin the edges to 
improve the reach. 
Grinding the steep 
sides along the blade 
creates a narrow 
edge that lets the 
chisel reach into the 
tight corners at the 
bottom of a dovetail.

Mark the angle. Use a fine-point felt-tipped 
marker to draw the skew angle on the back of 
the chisel.

Hack sharpens his skew chisel to an angle of 18°. It’s no more 
difficult than grinding a new edge on a badly nicked chisel.

GRIND THE TIP

Blunt the tip. The safest way to make this heavy grind is to hold the 
chisel horizontal to the grinder and create a blunt edge at the new skew 
angle. Go slowly and never heat the edge hotter than you can touch or 
you risk ruining the temper.

Grind the bevel. Set the tool rest to 25° and carefully grind the bevel 
using the blunt edge as a guide. Grind lightly and intermittently, as heat 
will build quickly at the fine leading edge. 

Freehand 
works best. 
Hone the bevel 
through pro-
gressive grits. 
Also smooth 
the relieved 
areas on the 
long edges of 
the blade.

SUBtLe aNGLe
IS Better

RELIEVE
THE SIDES

HONE THE EDGE

18°

Grinding 
wheel

25°

Turn an old chisel into a specialized tool

a skew of 18° may 
seem shallow, 
but a more acute 
skew will tend to 
push the chisel 
sideways. it will be 
harder to control 
and undercutting a 
pin or the sidewall 
of a mortise might 
become an issue. 

Taper the bevels 
down to a 1⁄16-in. 
flat near the 
front edge.
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