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Out of a Limb:  
Natural-EdgE Bowls

Emmett Manley

T urning a natural-edge bowl can 
be daunting for some beginners. 
Even experienced turners may 

dread the process of splitting a log, 
locating the bark-side center, mount-
ing the piece between centers, and 
removing a lot of wood to establish the 
outside shape and a tenon.

There is, however, a simple tech-
nique for making small, natural-edge 
bowls from green wood. It proceeds 
quickly with immediate and pleasing 

results, so new turners are not intimi-
dated. Compared with the traditional 
method of making a natural-edge 
bowl, less wood has to be removed. 
A few cuts begin to reveal the bowl’s 
emerging shape.

Instead of splitting a log, use a piece 
of tree limb, which is widely available 
from tree trimmings (Photo 1).  
Bradford pear is perfect for this 
project, and limbs are usually plenti-
ful following a windstorm. For the 

photos, I used sweet gum, another 
tight-bark wood.

Process
Cut a 6"- (150mm-) long segment 
from a 4"- (100mm-) diameter limb. 
Drill a hole into the wood for a screw 
chuck (Photo 2). Mount the log so the 
grain is perpendicular to the lathe 
axis, using a screw chuck and live 
center (Photo 3). If you cannot find 
a 4" limb, cut a piece with a length 

1 2 3
Cut a branch with the length one and a 
half to two times its diameter.

Drill a hole for the screw chuck. Mount the limb onto a screw chuck, and 
use a live center for support. Spin the 
wood a few times to be sure it is centered 
and does not hit the toolrest.
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that is one and one-half times  
the diameter.

Then, using a ⅜" (10mm) bowl 
gouge, turn the outside of the bowl. 
Take pull cuts, working from base 
to rim (Photos 4, 5). After you have 
removed the bark on the base, estab-
lish a tenon (Photo 6). Remove the 
tailstock so you can complete the 
foot. If necessary, use thin CA glue 
to stabilize the bark and the pith 
(Photo 7).

Reverse the bowl and hold the tenon 
in a scroll chuck. Drill a depth hole to 
make hollowing easier and to avoid 
turning through the bottom (Photo 8). 
To shape the inside, use push cuts from 
the rim to the center (Photos 9, 10). 
Reverse the bowl again, holding it in a 
jam chuck, and remove the jaw marks 
from the foot. 

Bingo! You have completed a neat 
natural-edge bowl in short order 
(Photo 11).

Practice
Practice with a 2"- (5cm-) diameter 
branch about 4" (10cm) long, using 
a spindle gouge. You can produce a 
miniature bowl in little time. Then, 
it is just a matter of scale as you 
use larger limbs. Practice improves 
turning skills.

You can vary the shape of the bowl 
by changing the diameter-to-length 
ratio from 1:1.5 to 1:2 or to whatever 
pleases you. The pith remains in the 
bowl, but that has caused no problems 
and often adds character. Wrap your 
green-wood bowl in paper and allow 
it to dry, after which you can sand and 
finish it using your favorite method, or 
leave the wood unfinished. 

Emmett Manley is a retired medical 
scientist/professor who discovered 
he enjoyed woodturning in 2005. He 
studies and collects wood native to 
western Tennessee and turns wood to 
useful items. He may be contacted at 
emanley1@comcast.net.

9

9

9

9

4

8

6

10

5

9

7

11

Begin turning the outside of the bowl.

Grasp the tenon in a scroll chuck and drill a 
depth hole to begin hollowing the inside.

Complete the outside of the bowl and the 
tenon at the base. Remove the bark on the 
bottom and complete the foot.

Check your progress to be sure you do not 
turn through the bottom.

If necessary, apply thin CA glue to stabilize 
the bark. Ensure the glue has cured before 
starting the lathe again.

The inside is completed. The bowl can 
now be reversed in a jam chuck to finish 
the foot.

A few cuts will begin to reveal the  
bowl’s shape.

Take cuts from rim to base with a bowl 
gouge to hollow the inside.
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