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Hand Tools

I know! I know! When it 
comes to tools I become a 
reactionary, disgruntled old 
fart, a description for which 

I regrettably cannot apologise.  
When I am asked to review 
modern woodworking hand 
tools I usually ask the maker: 
“Do you really want me to do 
this, I may not be the best 
person for the job.” I say this 
because I have seen in 40 years 
of woodworking a great 
improvement in the quality of 
hand tools, and I don’t want to 
discourage these new ideas  
with my incessant and 
unreasonable demands for better 
and better tools. 
 Planes are flatter, steels have 
greater age-holding capacity and 
manufacturers are technically 
more capable of delivering the 
quality that we require. But, and 
it is a big but, the quality of the 
steel that we are using now is 
not as good as the steel that I 

see day after day on the bench 
in front of me.
 I was lucky, I know that, I 
got in at the tail end of 
Sheffield steel making. The 
blade in my plane is hammered 
hand-made forged steel, and my 
chisels are a mixture of Marples 
narrow neck chisels and 
Japanese laminated blades. It is 
with this old ‘crucible steel’ that 
I compare any modern 
toolmaker’s offering.
 We see a lot of tools being 
brought here at Rowden 
Workshops. With a dozen 
students each spending up to 
£2000 on a set of hand tools 
that’s a lot of hardware! So it 
was with great pleasure we 
received from Tom Lie-Nielsen a 
set of carbon steel blades. 
 I have been pestering and 
pestering the poor man to do 
this for ages.  I find A2 steel 
which he uses and is used by 
many chisel makers to be a 

backward step that I do not 
encourage in this workshop.

Different steel
The trouble with A2 is that it 
holds an edge for a very, very 
long time, making it attractive 
to the amateur, who perhaps 
doesn’t really know how to 
sharpen blades, or doesn’t 
practise enough, and will put 
the job off for as long as 
possible. The problem is that the 
edge A2 steel holds is not very 
keen, not an edge that I would 
call Sharp! It’s a great steel for 
the manufacturer, responding 
well to CNC grinding and 
processing but the edge is just 
not that sharp. It’s okay for 
heavy malleting, where the 
strength of the edge is 
important but not so good for 
delicate paring.
 So I was delighted to see this 
set of  L-N carbon steel blades. 
Carbon steel or O1 grade is the 

Keener Edges?
modern cold roll steel. It comes 
in many different forms with 
different degrees of hardness 
and resistance to wear. But it is 
‘Cold Rolled’. Bear those words 
in mind when you conjure an 
image of old-fashioned crucible 
steel worked hot with a 
hammer. Lots of banging, hot 
steel red from the furnace and 
sparks flying. Ayye Lad, That’s 
Sheffield. Or it was...
 Many years ago, Alan Reid, 
Managing Director of Clico 
Tools (who make Clifton Planes 
and other tools) me round the 
deserted industrial landscape of 
Sheffield and showed me 
museums, the old workshops of 
‘the little maesters’ and the 
decaying landscape. He spoke 
with a passion and eloquence 
about the lost skills and a lost 
knowledge of steel. A loss that 
was being suffered almost 
without a backward glance.
 He also spoke about steel and 

the steel that I knew. He 
described how that keen edge 
was created. “It’s like carbon 
steel has a structure similar to 
long grain rice,” he said. “When 
that steel is hammered and 
heated those long grains that 
were crossing each other and 
leaving gaps between each other 
start to come into alignment 
and fit closely together. This 
gives you a fineness of steel 
structure right at the cutting 
edge. This is the cutting edge 
you have been using.” 
 It is the forged or crucible 
steel I can’t forget, and the steel 
I want to see being used in our 
workshop. This is the steel tool 
manufacturers should be giving 
us but probably never will again.
 However, it is still available 
sometimes in the best of 
Japanese chisels. A modern cold 
rolled steel is heated and 
laminated to a soft steel 
backing. In the best, but not by 

all manufacturers, the process of 
creating this ‘forge welding’, the 
hot steel laminating is, I believe, 
changing the structure of the 
hard cold rolled metals being 
laminated together. In the 
hammering and heating it is 
improving the steel structure in 
the way Alan Reid described. 
 However during the latter 
part of the 20th Century many 
of the very small workshops that 
produced my Japanese blades 
did not survive, being small 
craftsmen toolmakers, often with 
only a small output. The larger 
factories that now make most of 
the Japanese chisels we buy do 
not seem to produce steel of 
the same ‘crucible’ quality.
 To give Tom’s carbon steel 
L-N chisels a run for their 
money I asked Matthew Platt at 
Workshop Heaven to send me 
examples of the Narex chisels 
that he imports from the Czech 
Republic. Matthew is unusual as 

a tool sellers in that he does 
have some understanding of 
how the tools might be used.

Comparing chisels
At first glance, the Narex looked 
less expensive, and indeed they 
are. I only have the pricing of 
the A2 L-N blades to hand so I 
apologise that I cannot be more 
accurate. They are nearly four 
times more expensive than the 
Narex blades, which are, in fact, 
exceptionally well-made chisels. 
The grinding is excellent, really 
excellent. The quality of steel 
equals everything currently made 
today, including Sorby, Ashley 
Iles and Lie-Nielsen. Maybe it’s 
even a bit better, hard to tell. 
The engineering, the metal 
bashing, is really excellent, what 
lets this great product down is 
superficial appearance.
 Students perhaps 
understandably go for good 
looks; they want a set of chisels 

that portray their intentions. “I 
am going to be a cabinetmaker, 
and I need nice shiny boxwood 
handled...” It’s not that the 
Narex hornbeam handles are 
particularly unpleasant. They are 
nicely made, but when you 
compare them to the hornbeam 
on the Lie-Nielsens it doesn’t 
look like the same timber. Narex 
handles seem less well finished. 
The addition of a little bit more 
polish would, I believe, justify a 
modest price increase and 
probably develop sales.
 Narex proclaim that they offer 
different handles for different 
sizes of chisel. Yet the five most-
commonly used sizes which I 
have seen all have the same size 
handle. Look at the photo I 
have included here of my own 
bench chisels. My tiny 1/8in 
blade has a tiny handle, and the 
larger 1/2in chisel has a longer 
heavier handle to counter-
balance the longer heavier 

David Savage asks why new chisels don’t have the edge of old

Savage David 
wonders why the 
edge on even the 
best, newest chisels 
from the likes of 
Narex (above right) 
and Lie-Nielsen (far 
right) isn’t as sharp 
as old Sheffied tools 
(right)
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blade. My 3/8in blade used to be 
much longer, but as it got 
shorter I cut the handle back to 
keep the balance. The balance is 
absolutely imperative. Lazy 
uninformed toolmakers have got 
to take note and should handle 
their chisels in a proper and 
appropriate manner.
 
Improvements
While you’re doing that Mr 
Narex, please get rid of the 
cheap and nasty brand printing 
both on the blade and on the 
handle. L-N show you the way 
to go, with a discrete logo 
stamped in the steel. Finally can 
you ditch that rubbish mock 
brass ferrule? All it does is signal 
that we are buying something 
that is not the same the whole 
way through. This is a tool that 
is shiny only on the surface.
 I do not wish to be unkind, 
these Narex blades are to my 
mind exceptionally good value 
and I will be recommending 
them to students here. However 
I bet that I won’t be able to sell 
them even at a quarter of the 
price of their competitors 
because of these minor silly 
imperfections.
 Okay now Tom Lie-Nielsen, 
pin back your lug ‘oles, its your 
turn for ‘the hairdryer treatment’. 
You more than anybody else 
have enabled woodworking 
hand tool makers to come into 
the 21st Century with a degree 
of integrity. Your products have 
moved against the trend of 
downgrading and deskilling. 
Without you we would all still 
be flattening every plane that 
comes in to the workshop, 
spending hours faffing around 
which plates of glass and 
abrasive. You’ve taken 
engineering experience and 
applied it to contemporary hand 

tools and done a damn good 
job. Thank you.
 You have however relied upon 
old designs, taking what you 
thought was the best to copy in 
modern methods and materials. 
The Stanley 750 that you base 
your chisel design upon was a 
great tool. An everyday 
woodworking blade, it can be 
malleted to death and the 
strength of blade, the socket 
handle design, and the 
hornbeam resist that really well. 
The A2 steel plays its part in 
this. Ground to 30° and honed 
to a tad under 35° you can 
smack this mother around all 
the day long. I’ve seen students 
with a set of your A2 blades 
forget all about sharpening, they 
just carry on for weeks or 
months at a time, which is a 
different problem.
 Your carbon steel blades 

however are different. They take 
what I will call ‘a proper edge’. 
Sure they have to be ground to 
an angle of the 25° and honed 
to an angle of not more than 
30.° That is an edge you can 
push. It’s a delicate paring edge, 
not a malletting edge. This is 
what this is all about. A2 is 
good for heavy work. But 
furniture-makers like me don’t 
just batter away. We are delicate 
souls that sometimes just push 
and pare. Please give us a blade 
that responds to that sensibility. 
The design of your tool is heavy, 
beautifully made and dead flat 
(well done Tom, you are alone 
in giving us flat and I love you 
for it). But it’s too heavy, way 
too heavy, and using it is like 
asking an F1 racing driver to get 
in a tank and go fast when he 
has just stepped out of a Ferrari. 
 Despite being carbon steel 
both brands will take a deal of 
hammering. I chopped the 
Lie-Nielsen and Narex blades 
into hard maple time after time 
removing 50mm of 10mm by 
30mm stock before examining 
the edges with a jewellery loupe, 
and comparing. Both brands 
compared remarkably well to 
each other which is a great 
result for Narex and a great 
result for Lie-Nielsen, I think.

david savage BriTisH CHisels

News & blog at britishwoodworking.com/bwnews

“It is not really the quality of 
the raw material, the steel, that 
is the problem,” responds Tom 
Lie-Nielsen. “The problem is 
that forging is becoming a lost 
art. Narex still forges. I’ve been 
looking all over the US for a 
source for forgings. No luck.” 
 Matthew Platt of Workshop 
Heaven has also replied: “The 
suggestion that the steel 
making industry has evolved 
backwards with 100 years of 
innovation and investment is 
intriguing. Cold rolling is used 
for making thin sheets of steel. 
You wouldn’t use it to make 
lumpy things like a chisel. All 
of the English and Czech 
chisels are hot forged, 
complete with fire and sparks.” 
 To this David responds by 
saying: “The distinction I draw 
by calling it ‘cold rolled’ (a 
term that was given to me by 
a Sheffield toolmaker), is that 
modern steels are not being 
hammered as it is too 
expensive. Tom sees this, and 
agrees that forging skills are 
being lost. Matthew is not 
saying that Narex forge their 
blades properly. They do not 
bang and hammer them 
repeatedly to change the steel 
structure, or we would have 
better blades than we have.”

Responses

Can British chisels still compete?
Peter Sefton reports on the Ashley Iles bevel-edged chisels he recommends to his students

Finish Narex chisels 
have cruder handles 
and ferrules, but the 
blades are thinning 
and better for paring 
(top, above) than the 
Lie-Nielsens, which 
have a socket fit for 
the handle. Watch 
out for news that 
David Savage may be 
demonstrating (but 
not protesting) at 
the European 
Woodworking Show 
in September

I bought my first set of Ashley Iles bevel edged chisels almost 10 
years ago and the original Mk1s have served me very well. They 
have since been superseded by the Mk2 which came out with 

improved quality of grinding and smaller handles. The traditionally 
hand-forged Sheffield steel is quick and easy to sharpen and 
produces a very keen edge - just what I require for fine furniture 
making; not over brittle or over hard. 
 The Ashley Iles Mk2s are ground down to one of the thinnest 
profile chisels I have used and are ideal for dovetailing, joint cutting 
and paring. They are finely balanced and made with solid brass 
ferrules, with their tangs driven home into the bubinga handles in 
the traditional way.  These chisels are hand-forged from Sheffield 01 
high carbon steel, O means oil quenched and 1 means 1% carbon, 
all being a very good mix of steel for quality bevel-edged and paring 
chisels. The old W1 water-quenched steel is now rarely used as the 
quenching is too harsh and unpredictable because of so many 
impurities in our water supply.
 (Sheffield) steel has always been very good but its reputation has 
suffered in the past, when some of the larger industrial toolmakers 
bought cheaper steel and pushed the boundaries of production to 
try to speed the process up (and some of them ruined their own 
reputations in the process by producing inferior quality tools).  
However, I am pleased to say that some of the old Sheffield 
independent toolmakers stuck to the time-honoured approach and 
are now flourishing by staying true to their principles.   

Family-run business
Ashley Iles is still very much a family run business with Ray 
undertaking the heavy grinding in his workshops, whilst the other 
brothers Tony and Barry, work on the hand grinding including a 
unique process that produces a very slight (3-5 thou) concave chisel 
back which aids us when lapping the chisels. The chisels are 

individually hardness tested to 59o-61o Rockwell to ensure quality 
control. They are ground, tested and handled on the Lincolnshire 
farmstead, where they are produced just as Ashley intended.
 I have been recommending them to students since I first 
discovered them and soon started to use them to demonstrate hand 
skills techniques; now I use them on daily basis. I don’t fully 
understand how they have been made or the structure of the steel, 
but what I do know is this; they work, they take a keen edge and I 
haven’t seen any blade or handle failures - all proving their value for 
money and longevity.  These are the reasons why they are part of 
the student toolkit I have put together over the years, which is tried 
and tested by myself and my students. The fact they come with a 
lifetime guarantee from someone who makes them and also 
answers the phone is reassuring.
 All chisel and plane blades require some fettling, commissioning 
or bedding in and I feel as furniture-makers we need to undertake 
that part of the process, in order to fully understand the tool and 
how it behaves. I need to get to know this extension of my hand 
before I put it to work on my bench and as with every tool I buy, I 
hope to keep it for the long term. I do have an appreciation for the 
workmanship that another craftsman has undertaken to provide me 
with a tool, but I’m a furniture-maker and they are a toolmaker and 
I respect their skills. That said, I usually regrind new edge tools to 
produce virgin steel anyway, which I feel always holds a keener edge 
than factory produced grinding.
 Come and see these tools being demonstrated on my annual 
Open Day this Saturday 14th July along with other excellent 
Sheffield tools from Sorby, Thomas Flinn and Clifton. They are all 
part of the stable of what I feel are the best of British hand tools 
and I am proud to use them, introduce them to new woodworkers 
and sell them at my school. Visit peterseftonfurnitureschool.com for 
more details of the Open Day.
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and ferrules, but the 
blades are thinning 
and better for paring 
(top, above) than the 
Lie-Nielsens, which 
have a socket fit for 
the handle. Watch 
out for news that 
David Savage may be 
demonstrating (but 
not protesting) at 
the European 
Woodworking Show 
in September

I bought my first set of Ashley Iles bevel edged chisels almost 10 
years ago and the original Mk1s have served me very well. They 
have since been superseded by the Mk2 which came out with 

improved quality of grinding and smaller handles. The traditionally 
hand-forged Sheffield steel is quick and easy to sharpen and 
produces a very keen edge - just what I require for fine furniture 
making; not over brittle or over hard. 
 The Ashley Iles Mk2s are ground down to one of the thinnest 
profile chisels I have used and are ideal for dovetailing, joint cutting 
and paring. They are finely balanced and made with solid brass 
ferrules, with their tangs driven home into the bubinga handles in 
the traditional way.  These chisels are hand-forged from Sheffield 01 
high carbon steel, O means oil quenched and 1 means 1% carbon, 
all being a very good mix of steel for quality bevel-edged and paring 
chisels. The old W1 water-quenched steel is now rarely used as the 
quenching is too harsh and unpredictable because of so many 
impurities in our water supply.
 (Sheffield) steel has always been very good but its reputation has 
suffered in the past, when some of the larger industrial toolmakers 
bought cheaper steel and pushed the boundaries of production to 
try to speed the process up (and some of them ruined their own 
reputations in the process by producing inferior quality tools).  
However, I am pleased to say that some of the old Sheffield 
independent toolmakers stuck to the time-honoured approach and 
are now flourishing by staying true to their principles.   

Family-run business
Ashley Iles is still very much a family run business with Ray 
undertaking the heavy grinding in his workshops, whilst the other 
brothers Tony and Barry, work on the hand grinding including a 
unique process that produces a very slight (3-5 thou) concave chisel 
back which aids us when lapping the chisels. The chisels are 

individually hardness tested to 59o-61o Rockwell to ensure quality 
control. They are ground, tested and handled on the Lincolnshire 
farmstead, where they are produced just as Ashley intended.
 I have been recommending them to students since I first 
discovered them and soon started to use them to demonstrate hand 
skills techniques; now I use them on daily basis. I don’t fully 
understand how they have been made or the structure of the steel, 
but what I do know is this; they work, they take a keen edge and I 
haven’t seen any blade or handle failures - all proving their value for 
money and longevity.  These are the reasons why they are part of 
the student toolkit I have put together over the years, which is tried 
and tested by myself and my students. The fact they come with a 
lifetime guarantee from someone who makes them and also 
answers the phone is reassuring.
 All chisel and plane blades require some fettling, commissioning 
or bedding in and I feel as furniture-makers we need to undertake 
that part of the process, in order to fully understand the tool and 
how it behaves. I need to get to know this extension of my hand 
before I put it to work on my bench and as with every tool I buy, I 
hope to keep it for the long term. I do have an appreciation for the 
workmanship that another craftsman has undertaken to provide me 
with a tool, but I’m a furniture-maker and they are a toolmaker and 
I respect their skills. That said, I usually regrind new edge tools to 
produce virgin steel anyway, which I feel always holds a keener edge 
than factory produced grinding.
 Come and see these tools being demonstrated on my annual 
Open Day this Saturday 14th July along with other excellent 
Sheffield tools from Sorby, Thomas Flinn and Clifton. They are all 
part of the stable of what I feel are the best of British hand tools 
and I am proud to use them, introduce them to new woodworkers 
and sell them at my school. Visit peterseftonfurnitureschool.com for 
more details of the Open Day.




