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Look sharp!
It is important to keep your axes and billhooks sharp if you 

are to use them efficiently. Martin Beat shows you how

K
eeping an axe or billhook sharp 
is just as important as knowing 
how to wield it. A blunt tool 
takes a heavy toll on muscles 
and joints, for it demands that 

you work harder. Sharp tools are both easier 
and safer to use because they bite into wood, 
rather than bouncing off. Remember the 
golden rule to always cut away from yourself, 
just in case the blade slips.

The principles of sharpening shown here 

can be applied to any blade of hardened 
and tempered steel with a straight or curved 
cutting edge (except scythes which are 
a special case). The picture sequence 
shows how to restore the cutting edge of a 
neglected or damaged blade; but once the 
tool is sharp and used correctly, it only take a 
few passes on the stone and strop every so 
often to maintain the edge. Once restored, 
good tools deserve to be used, handled and 
stored carefully to preserve their sharpness.

AXES
1. A seriously blunt axe. The bevel of this tool runs from 
the flat of the main blade to the cutting edge. The point 
where the bevel meets the flat of the blade is known as 
the shoulder. 
2. Using the angle grinder with a metal grinding disc, 
start cutting back the shoulders on both sides of the 
axe. Wear safety glasses, ear defenders and gloves, and 
work at a convenient height to avoid back strain.
3. When working with power tools, plunge the blade 
into a bucket of water every 10 seconds or so to keep it 
cool. The bright metal should never discolour blue or 
the temper may be lost (see side panel).
4. Grind back the shoulders until there is a gentle bevel 
of half an inch of ground metal, leaving an untouched 
stripe at the cutting edge of the blade.
5. Now put a sanding flap disc on the angle grinder. I 
use well worn ones for this purpose.
6. Use this disc to polish both sides of the bevel almost, 
but not quite, to the edge of the blade. Continue to cool 
the metal in water before it heats significantly. At this 
stage, if there are significant nicks in the blade edge, 
use the flap disc perpendicular to the edge of the blade 
to smooth them out.
7. Look at the blade edge on. You should see a thin 
white strip of reflected light on the edge as pictured. 
Use the flap disc to reduce the thickness of this strip, 
but do not take it off completely. Keep cooling the 
blade in water.
8. Now I use the coarse side of a pre-soaked Japanese 
water stone to continue the bevel all the way to the 
very edge of the blade on both sides. Rest the tool on 
a surface of convenient height, working close to your 
body to maintain good posture, and hold the stone 
so that your finger tips are clear of the blade. Use the 
whole of the stone in a circular motion, frequently 
wetting its surface in water. Keep working until the 
white strip of reflected light in pic.7 has completely 
gone. This will create a burr of metal on the edge of 
the blade. 
9. Reverse the water stone and use the fine side to 
polish the bevel.
10. Here I’m applying honing compound to a strop, 
home-made from leather glued to a piece of flat wood. 
11. Dry the blade, then work the strop along both sides 
of the bevel to remove the burr from the edge. Use a 
straight movement away from the blade edge to avoid 
cutting into the strop.
12. With the burr removed, the axe is sharp enough to 
shave the hairs on your arm.
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BILLHOOKS
13. As with the axe, use the angle grinder to take down 
the shoulders of the blade on both sides, progressing 
from metal grinding disc to worn flap disc, following the 
curve of the blade. Ensure that a thin stripe of metal is 
left untouched at the cutting edge and frequently dip the 
blade in cold water to avoid overheating. Refer back to 
pics 2 to 6.
14. Look at the blade edge on to confirm that there is a 
thin strip of reflected light of even thickness to be seen 
on the cutting edge, as in pic 7. Now use a coarse cigar 
stone rubbed in a circular motion along both sides of the 
bevel until that strip of light has completely gone and a 
burr has been created on the blade edge. Work as shown 

to keep the fingers safely behind the cutting edge. Pay 
special attention to the curved section of the blade. Use 
the whole of the cigar stone, rotating and turning it often 
so that it is worn evenly.
15. Next I use a finer grade canoe stone in a circular 
motion on both sides of the bevel to polish and refine it. 
The edge of the stone is used on the curve of the blade 
and the flat on the remainder. Again, keep your fingers 
safe!
16. Here I’m using a strop of leather glued onto a section 
of old broom handle, coated with honing compound 
and worked along both sides of the bevel, rubbing and 
rolling the burr away from the blade edge. With the burr 
removed, the edge should be perfectly sharp.  
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OPTIONS
20. This is a folding diamond stone with both coarse 
and fine grades that can be carried in a pocket. Use in 
place of the water stone, or hold as shown to sharpen 
the blade. Traditional oil stones can be used in place 
of Japanese water stones. Where budgets are tight, 
most tools can be sharpened to a reasonable standard 
using just the cigar and canoe stones, readily 
available from good hardware stores.
21. This is 180 grit wet and dry abrasive paper, 
wrapped and glued onto a flat piece of wood, which 
functions well for maintaining an edge on a knife. 
22. Take care of sharpening stones, maintaining 
their flat or curved surfaces by using the whole stone 
during the sharpening process, regularly turning and 
altering where the stone meets the blade. Here I’m 
using the reverse side of a ceramic tile to dress the 
water stone flat by removing high spots.

TEMPER
Carbon steel blades are first hardened to a brittle 
glass-like state, then tempered or softened back 
to improve ductility and give practical qualities to 
a cutting edge. It is all too easy to ruin the temper 
by vigorously grinding metal with power tools so 
that it heats up, especially on a thin section like a 
cutting edge.

Avoid this by using power tools lightly and 
cooling the blade frequently in water. Never cause 
the cutting edge to discolour blue or the temper 
may be lost and the blade locally softened.  

KNIFE
17. Position the pre-soaked water stone at a convenient 
height on a surface where it will not slide about. Apply 
even pressure with your fingers and push the blade away 
from you as shown to create a gently sloping bevel. Turn 
and use the whole of the stone while working down any 
steep shoulders on the knife blade. Reverse the knife to 
work at the other side. Continue to sharpen in this way 
until there is no strip of reflected light from the blade 

when examined edge on, with a burr created on the 
cutting edge.
18. Now use the finer grade of water stone to polish both 
sides of the bevel. Here I am pulling the blade towards 
me, an alternative to pushing the blade. The important 
thing is to drag away from the cutting edge, so that it 
doesn’t bite into the stone.
19. Use the flat leather strop with honing compound to 
rub the burr away from the blade edge. When the burr 
has gone the knife will be razor sharp.
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