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By: Gerald Boggs, Virginia	

A	couple	of	years	ago,	I	journeyed	over	to	the	West	Coast	
to	spend	some	time	working	on	wooden	boats.	I	was	re-
quired	to	bring	a	number	of	hand	tools	with	me,	this	chisel	
was	one	of	them.	Fig.	1

Typically,	the	handle	of	a	
wood	chisel	can	be	attached	
to	the	body	by	a	tang	or	by	a	
socket.	I	am	showing	the	tang	
method	in	this	article.

The	body	of	the	chisel	is	made	
from	mild	steel	with	a	piece	of	
O-1	laminated	on	for	the	edge	
material.	Fig.	2

I	prefer	to	have	my	O-1	mate-
rial	cut	and	ready	to	go	before	I	start	making	the	chisel.	
This	saves	time	when	it	comes	time	to	draw	down	the	blade	
and	weld	on	the	tool	steel	piece.

My	bar	of	O-1	is	1-inch	wide	by	¼-inch	thick,	and	I	use	
about	a	1-inch	length	of	it	to	laminate	on	to	the	blade	of	
the	chisel	to	make	the	edge	material.	

Hot	cutting	the	O-1	from	the	bar	gives	me	a	chamfer	
on	the	end	of	the	bar	which	is	incorporated	into	the	scarf	

for	forge	welding	onto	the	mild	
steel	blade.	Fig.	3

Once	I	have	cut	the	O-1	to	
length	and	hot	rasped	or	ground	
the	end	to	an	angle	that	I	think	
will	help	with	the	forge	weld	
(scarf )	I	like	to	keep	it	warm	by	
the	side	of	the	fire	as	I	prepare	
the	other	piece	of	the	chisel.

Use	a	4½-inch	length	of	
¾-inch	diameter	hot	rolled	steel	
for	the	base	material.

The	first	job	is	to	isolate	the	material	to	form	the	tang	
for	the	handle.	I	come	back	from	the	end	of	the	bar	to	the	
½-inch	mark,	center	the	fuller	and	neck	the	bar	to	about	
5⁄16-inch	(+).

I	dislike	sharp	butchering	dies	or	hand	tools	when	I	make	
a	tenon,	preferring	to	use	round	dies.	I	dress	the	quarter	
round	root	of	the	drawn	tenon	later,	rather	than	risk	cracks	
forming	from	a	sharp	transition	made	now.

I'm	showing	the	use	of	a	guillotine	to	neck	in	for	the	
tang,	but	a	variety	of	methods	exist	depending	on	your	skill	
or	interest	level.	Fig.	4

A 1-inch wide wood chisel made from mild steel with 
an O-1 tool steel edge

The O-1 block placed onto the mild steel body in prepa-
ration for welding

A guillotine is being used to isolate the material for the 
tang of the chisel. Marks are ½˝ and 1½˝ from the end

Hot cutting the O-1 material from the bar starts to 
create the welding scarf



 

The	finished	tenon	should	be	approximately	5⁄16	square	
when	finished.	

I	never	fuller	to	the	full	depth	required,	preferring	to	
reach	my	measurement	objective	as	I	finish	the	tang.	Ful-
lering	too	deep	now	can	lead	to	cracks	at	the	root	or	an	
undersized	tang	when	finished.

Once	the	material	for	the	tang	has	been	isolated,	I	neck	in	
about	1-inch	beneath	the	shoulder	of	the	tang	and	reduce	
the	stock	size	there.	Fig.	5

I	don't	usually	measure	the	result,	but	I	try	to	get	around	
½-inch	diameter	material	when	finished.	If	the	area	starts	to	
look	visually	weak,	I	stop	forging	there.

Unfortunately,	from	my	reading	at	least,	this	part	of	the	
chisel	can	sometimes	be	called	the	neck...	which	may	cause	
a	little	confusion.	It	is	also	sometimes	referred	to	as	the	
shank.

Once	the	neck	is	to	my	liking,	I	draw	down	the	tang	to	
a	square	cross	section	with	parallel	sides,	a	short	piece	of	
square	bar	in	effect.	Figs.	6	&	7

Delaying	the	final	forging	of	the	tang	material	and	keep-
ing	it	as	short	as	possible	for	as	long	as	possible	helps	to	
prevent	cracking	at	the	transition	between	the	tang	and	the	
shoulder.	Cracking	can	be	caused	by	the	inertia	of	the	tenon	
material	as	you	forge	other	bits	along	the	bar.

A	bolster	plate	or	heading	block	is	required	to	set	and	
dress	the	shoulder	of	the	tang.	I	have	a	piece	of	⅜-inch	
by	2-inch	bar	with	a	⅜-inch	square	hole	punched	and	
drifted	on	one	face.	The	edges	of	the	square	hole	have	been	
relieved,	again	to	help	prevent	cracking	at	the	base	of	the	
tang.	Fig.	8

The	beauty	of	using	mild	steel	as	the	body	is	that	you	can	
isolate	the	heat	to	the	shoulder	area	with	quenching.	With	
the	bolster	positioned	over	the	hardy	hole,	drive	the	shoul-
der	into	the	plate.	Figs.	9	&	10

The	bolster	is	not	meant	to	shape	the	tang	material.	Using	
the	bolster	to	shape	the	tang	can	cause	tang	material	to	be	
forced	back	into	the	shoulder	forming	a	cold	shut.

If	the	tang	is	getting	caught	in	the	bolster,	refine	the	tang	
on	the	face	of	the	anvil	with	your	hand	or	set	hammer	and	
try	the	fit	again.	Finish	with	a	file	and	the	bolster	again.
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Neck in at the 1½˝ mark using your rounding hammer 
over a suitable portion of the bick

Draw the tang material out to a uniform square cross 
section over a round edge of the anvil

Here is the result thus far

A bolster used to set the shoulder of the tang



 

Wood Chisel
Either	now,	or	when	you	have	drawn	down	the	blade	ma-

terial,	dress	the	taper	from	the	shoulder	of	the	tang	down	to	
the	neck.	Work	with	your	hand	hammer	at	the	edge	of	the	
anvil	and	finish	with	your	hot	rasp	to	get	a	smooth	result,	
something	that	you	don't	mind	handling.	Fig.	11

Now	it	is	time	to	turn	your	attention	to	the	blade	of	the	
chisel.	My	chisel	is	1-inch	wide,	¼-inch	thick	and	measures	
6-inches	when	measured	from	cutting	edge	to	the	middle	of	
the	neck.	Fig.	12

I	draw	the	blade	down	to	1-inch	wide,	leaving	it	a	little	
thick	of	my	desired	¼-inch	dimension.	Leaving	the	blade	
thick	now	will	help	prevent	the	blade	from	getting	too	thin	
when	trying	to	blend	in	the	scarf	of	the	O-1	tool	steel	bit.

Bring	the	tool	steel	bit	and	the	mild	steel	blade	to	an	
orange	heat.	Place	the	O-1	on	top	of	the	mild	steel	and	flux	
both	pieces.	Return	to	the	fire	with	the	O-1	uppermost.	
Fig.	13

Forge	welding	tool	steel	to	anything	requires	a	lower	
welding	heat	than	is	typically	used.	Getting	the	O-1	too	hot	
can	destroy	its	alloy	properties.

You	cannot	turn	the	blade	in	the	fire	or	the	O-1	will	fall	
off	the	blade.

Having	the	mild	steel	blade	lower	in	the	fire	results	in	it	
getting	warmer	than	the	O-1,	a	good	thing	in	this	case.

Weld	when	the	O-1	reaches	a	nice	orange	color.	Just	aim	
to	tack	the	O-1	to	the	mild	steel	so	that	you	can	now	turn	
the	piece	in	the	fire	as	you	take	another	(low)	welding	heat.

The	round	edge	of	the	anvil	face	can	be	used	to	help	
blend	in	the	scarf	of	the	O-1	to	the	mild	steel.	Hold	the	
mild	steel	uppermost	and	over	the	offside	edge	of	the	anvil.	
Pull	the	blade	back	onto	the	anvil	until	the	O-1	is	caught	
by	the	round	edge	and	the	mild	steel	raised	slightly.

Use	half	faced	blows	from	your	hand	hammer	to	help	
secure	the	weld	and	blend	in	the	toe	of	the	O-1's	scarf	into	
the	mild	steel.

The	other	end	of	the	chisel	is	not	so	important	as	any	
ugliness	can	be	trimmed	away	with	your	hot	cut,	beginning	
the	bevel	of	the	cutting	edge.

The shoulder of the tang is driven into the bolster plate 
over the hardy hole. Work until all gaps are closed

Refine the material from the neck to the shoulder of the 
tang either now or after drawing down the blade

Draw the blade down to 1˝ wide by ¼˝ thick

The shoulder of the tang and the heading block that 
trued it up



 

The O-1 is placed on top of the mild steel and kept up-
permost in the fire to prevent overheating

Draw the tang material down to a pyramid shaped 
taper of the required length

Draw	down	the	blade	until	it	is	1-inch	wide	and	¼-inch	
thick.	Hammer	finish	the	bevels	on	the	edge	of	the	blade	as	
you	work	down	the	material.		Figs.	14	&	15

"A	minute	at	the	forge	now	will	save	10	at	the	bench	later	
with	a	file."	Of	course	the	grinder	did	somewhat	level	that	
playing	field,	but	it	is	still	a	good	maxim.

Excess	material	is	removed	with	a	hot	cut.	Position	the	
O-1	on	the	bottom	of	the	lamination,	placing	the	bevel	
from	the	hot	cut	in	the	right	orientation.

Once	the	blade	has	been	roughed	out,	turn	your	atten-
tion	back	to	the	tang	material	and	draw	the	square	tang	out	
to	a	pyramid	shaped	taper.	Fig.	16

Ensure	that	the	chisel	is	as	straight	as	you	need	it	to	be.	
Some	chisels	have	a	bend	at	the	neck	to	offer	clearance	for	
your	hand	during	use.

Grind	or	file	the	cutting	edge	close	to	your	desired	out-
come	and	then	heat	treat	the	blade.	Heat	treat	prior	to	put-
ting	on	the	final	performance	edge	to	prevent	a	contamina-

The result of welding the O-1 onto the mild steel blade. 
The O-1 will be on the bottom of the finished chisel

The bevels on the edge were first placed with the ham-
mer and then filed to suit

The lower ferrule prevents the handle material from 
splitting as you work

The upper ferrule prevents the struck end of the tool 
from splitting or being crushed
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tion	of	the	edge	material.	"If	a	blacksmith	will	a	keen	edge	
win,	they	must	forge	thick	and	then	file	thin."

The	ferrules	of	the	handle	are	made	from	pipe	or	conduit.	
The	ferrule	at	the	shoulder	of	the	tang	is	⅝-inch	ID	and	the	
ferrule	at	the	struck	end	is	¾-inch	ID.	Figs	17	&	18

The	two	different	metals	are	clearly	visible	at	the	edge	
of	the	blade.	The	O-1	is	placed	on	the	bottom	of	the	edge	
with	the	mild	steel	uppermost.	Fig.	19

The two different metals clearly visible at the edge of the 
chisel, with the O-1 on the bottom, at the cutting edge

The finished chisel ready for my tool box

Gerald Boggs owns and operates his own business as a black-
smith (single occupation) and will be teaching at the 2016 
ABANA conference in Salt Lake city next July.
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