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A Journey Into
Woodturning History
Terry Martin
Chinese translation by Su Jinling and Andrew Chen

I

n the center of Shawo Village on
the North China Plain, villagers
press close to get a view of the first
foreigners ever to visit. My wife and I
find ourselves at the center of an eager
swarm of friendly folk. We are rescued
when our host, Li Xuemin, invites us
into his home.
Li Xuemin urges us to sit around a
table where we are served steaming
dumplings and local beer. He beams
with pride as he tells us about his
village while Su Jinling, the general
secretary of the International Wood
Culture Society (IWCS), translates.
Not for the first time, I think how
much she has done to make this possible. Su Jinling and I met in 2012 when
I was invited to China to represent
the AAW at a symposium organized
by IWCS. On that first trip, I was
disappointed to find little evidence
of turning, but Su Jinling has since
helped me locate traditional turning
in China and has become an enthusiastic co-researcher.
As we eat, Li Xuemin explains why
he wanted us to come to his village.
“Shawo was traditionally a woodturning village,” he says. “The woodturning skills have been handed down
from father to son for generations
and are only preserved through oral
tradition. We want to maintain these
traditions for future generations, but

the old turners are aging, the market
for their products has disappeared, and
young people show no interest. I feel
a sense of responsibility, so even if we
can’t preserve the skills, I would like to
put together a comprehensive record of
what we used to do.”
After my first visit to China, Su
Jinling started to investigate where
traditional turning might still be
done. There are tantalizing echoes of
a turning past, but it appears the traditional craft was swept away by the
social and economic upheavals of the
past 60 years. I decided to revisit China
in April 2013. Jinling had contacted
a man who claimed to come from a
village where turning was still done in
the traditional way. As we left Beijing,
I had little idea of what our journey
would bring.
We traveled southwest from Beijing
across the North China Plain and the
view changed from densely packed
urban sprawl to fields of wheat,
newly planted forests that extended
to the horizon, and glimpses of new
cities rising unexpectedly in the
middle of nowhere.
We arrived late in bustling Handan
City, Hebei Province. The next day,
we took a taxi far into the countryside through increasingly smaller villages, eventually stopping by the side
of the road to wait for someone to
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meet us. Soon a small van appeared
and three men got out to greet us.
We were introduced to the leader, Li
Xuemin, and continued our journey
into the past.

Shawo Village
Eventually we arrived at Shawo Village,
a farming community of around 1,400.
Superficially, it is a simple settlement
with little obvious charm, but, as with
many Chinese homes, the façade hides
the rich life carried on behind high
walls. That is how we found ourselves
in the home of Li Xuemin, sharing a
meal while he told us of his fear that the
traditions of Shawo would disappear.
Once the meal was over, we moved
outside to where even more villagers
had gathered. As people pressed close
to hear us talk, Su Jinling translated
that we were going to visit 70-year-old
Li Jiafang, who would show us some of
his turning skills. A polite man of great
dignity, Li Jiafang led us into a storeroom where, sitting on the floor in the
center of the room, was a lathe unlike
any I had ever seen.
Its spindly framework looked so
fragile it was hard to imagine it could
be stable enough for any purpose.
It was an A-frame with a set of slats
laid horizontally across the wide end
to create the lathe bed. It was hard
to determine what was holding it
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together, apart from a few nails and
two lengths of recently added fencing
wire. Closer inspection showed that
the whole structure was raised off the
floor on legs held together by mortise
and tenon joints, while the ways of the
bed passed through mortises cut into
the side frames.
In spite of appearances, when Li
Jiafang sat on the narrow end of the
frame, I started to see how the whole
arrangement might work: Li Jiafang’s
weight stabilized the lathe and prevented it from moving. As he arranged
his tools, I noticed how the two small
metal centers for mounting the wood
were bent and embedded into the
frame. Fencing wire held the wide
toolrest in place. He explained that
this lathe was made in 1960. “Some
parts were broken,” he said, “but it’s all
been repaired.”
Su Jinling asked Li Jiafang about the
wood he uses and how he prepares it
for turning, so he showed us a short
length he had already rough-turned.
With a small hatchet, he demonstrated how he shapes the blanks for
turning. Then he picked up what
looked like a walking stick, which
he called a pulling bow. There was a
kind of rubberized strap attached to
the stick, a replacement for leather
they no longer have. He wrapped the
strap around the blank and placed
it between centers. “We call these
centers eagle’s beaks,” he explained.
He pushed the tailstock up to hold

We left behind China’s rapidly developing cities.

the wood between centers, then
hit the small wedge in the end of
the tailstock a sharp blow with his
turning tool to fix it in place—all
faster than I could photograph. “The
pulling belt can be different lengths,”
he said, “and it needs to be longer for
larger diameters.”
Li Jiafang showed us how a separate piece of wood on the handle end
of the stick pivoted on a pin when
he squeezed the two pieces of wood
together. It tightened the drive strap
around the spindle, increasing the
grip and making it easier to operate.
He said, “There is a correct distance
from the handle for pulling the belt
tight and it won’t grip if it’s not tight
enough.” In other countries, I have
seen how a springy bow is used to
create the tension in the drive strap,
but this was an elegant and more

The bed of Li Jiafang’s lathe has a sliding tailstock (on the right) with a wedge
to fix it in place. The two small centers are the only substantial metal parts.
The toolrest runs behind the bed, now fixed in place with fencing wire.
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On the approach to Shawo Village, the
newly planted forest on the right is part
of a vigorous program of reforestation.

controlled variation—a marvel of
simple efficiency.
Li Jiafang picked up his roughing
gouge and started pumping his arm
back and forth, cutting clean shavings. As he worked, he explained,
“This is the fulcrum,” indicating
the toolrest. “I use my left hand to
steady the tool and I cut the wood
on the pull stroke. I have to place
the cutting edge at a proper angle to
the wood to cut well. I push the tool
when I am pulling the bow back, so
my hands work together, but they
each require different force. It takes
a lot of practice to get the coordination right.”
His left hand, which guided the
gouge along the toolrest, was unsupported, but he seemed to have no difficulty maintaining control. As with
all accomplished turners, there was an

Li Jiafang shows how he uses
a hatchet to chop out the
spindle blanks.

The pivoting peg on the handle
tightens the drive strap.
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Roughing the piece with the gouge.

Crossing the gouge under the
drive stick.

effortless ease in the way he worked. I
was just wondering how he was going
to turn the end of the wood at the
drive strap when the value of the tightening peg on the handle became clear.
He simply relaxed his hand, which
loosened the strap, slid the stick to his
left, and tightened the strap again in
the new position, all so fast he hardly
missed a stroke. He was then able to
turn the other end of the spindle with
the tool angled under the pulling bow.
When Li Jiafang was happy with the
shape of the spindle, slightly tapered
toward each end, he switched to his
chisel, which had a thin tapered blade,
straight-ground at the end, and deftly
wielded it with a planing cut to smooth
the wood. His tool control was impressive. Even more impressive was when
he rolled the tool to round each end of
the spindle. This is a difficult cut and he
was doing it one-handed while pumping

A planing cut with the skew.

away with his other hand. As I watched,
I started to think the toolrest was probably not attached to the lathe in the past.
His hand always ran along the back of
the toolrest and it seemed it was pressed
against the bed with sufficient force to
hold it in place.
When he was finished, Li Jiafang took
the piece off the lathe and presented it
to me. The rolling pin, which was used
for making skins for dumplings, had
a smooth off-the-tool finish that any
turner would be proud of. He also gave
me a pestle and a handle for a flywhisk,
both more complicated shapes than the
rolling pin. “These things are for daily
use,” he said.
The rolling pin was made from a
pagoda tree. “I use the large branches,”
Li Jiafang explained, “because the
wood isn’t hard enough if I use the
smaller ones. It tends to crack if you use
it too soon and it’s still damp. Usually

Spindle work by Li
Jiafang. Left to right,
pestle (to be used
in a granite mortar),
flywhisk handle,
and two dumplingskin rolling pins, all
straight off the tool.
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Rolling the cut at the ends of
the spindle.

you harvest it at the end of the year and
let it season for a while, but you can’t
let it dry too long. This one has been
drying for around two months. You
can’t wait until summer because insects
get under the bark and make worm
holes.” Li Jiafang also turns most local
hardwoods, although not birch because
of its unpleasant odor.
I was deeply impressed by seeing
something that, as far as I could tell,
no Westerner had ever seen before.
It was all so strange and yet so familiar. Li Jiafang sat relaxed on his lathe
and told us how he became a turner.
“People have been turning in our
village for 300 years that we know of,”
he said. “My father and grandfather
were both turners. In the 1960s, our
country was going through a difficult
period and the standard of living was
very low. Already at that time, a lot
of the turners were old, so our village
commission selected young people to
learn.” He paused and held up a rolling
pin. “We turned things for daily use,
as well as agricultural implements,
and we traded them for necessities,
so living standards improved. Eight
people learned to turn in our village,
but three have already passed away. At
the Handan Central Cultural and Art
Festival on May Day, we sold turned
utensils. They were popular, but this
craft was a trade secret and only our
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village knows how to do it, so it will
vanish after we die.”
Saddened as I was by what Li Jiafang
said, I was elated watching him turn
in the same way his ancestors had for
hundreds of years. As we left his house, I
thought about where all this might have
begun. Woodturning historians reference a wall painting depicting a bow
lathe in the Egyptian tomb of Petosiris,
dated to 320 BC, as the earliest image
of turning. There is general agreement
that the bow lathe probably was a development of the bow drill, which was
depicted in an Egyptian tomb as early
as 2650 BC, but the truth is we don’t
know where turning first developed. It
may have been in Egypt or nearby in
the Middle East. It may have originated
anywhere across the band of arable land
where early civilizations developed, from
North Africa to the Middle East, into
the Indian subcontinent and then on
to China. Bow lathes were traditionally
found in all of these places and turning
may even have originated independently
in more than one place. After I saw Li
Jiafang turn, I asked myself if turning
originated in China, as did so many other
early technological innovations.
I was already thinking of an exciting story to write about traditional
Chinese turning, unaware I was about
to see something else that would make
me further question its origins.

Li Jiadong
From Li Jiafang’s house, we walked to
the home of another member of the Li
clan, Li Jiadong, whose life of hard work
is etched into his 67-year-old face. He
led us to a storeroom beside his house
and, as my eyes adapted to the light, I
saw the most beautiful lathe and knew
I was looking far back into the history
of turning. Seeing the amazement on
my face, Su Jinling asked, “Is this what
you have been looking for?” Yes! What
a delight!
As we gathered around the lathe, Li
Jiadong explained how he became a
turner. “I started turning when I was
16,” he said. “My family had been
turners for many generations, my
father, grandfather, and great grandfather. I don’t know how far back it goes.
Everyone used wooden bowls in those
days.” He laughed and said, “Wooden
bowls don’t break when children drop
them! I only turned for a year, but I
stopped because of the arrival of plastic
bowls. Every family in our village used
to turn, but they all stopped then.”
Li Jiadong looked at the lathe behind
him and thoughtfully added, “I started
turning again last year, but the quality
of my turning is not as good as it was.”
Li Jiadong’s bowl lathe is driven by two
long “pedals” made from rough-hewn
branches that pull a strap wound around
the drive shaft. To allow the turner to

work the pedals, the lathe is raised high
off the floor on four legs so he can sit
inside the frame. The turner faces the
headstock front-on and turns the bowl
blank, which is held in a jam-fit chuck.
Many of these characteristics are found
in different combinations in other lathes
around the world, but this lathe was different. Li Jiadong said, “This type of lathe
has been used in Shawo for more than
300 years and is unique to the village.
You won’t find it any place else,” he said
with pride, “and we have never shown it
to outsiders before.”
I moved closer to examine the lathe.
The pedals were simply lightly trimmed

Simple pedals drive Li Jiadong’s lathe.

The strap from the pedals wraps around the
main shaft.

Li Jiadong

Li Jiadong’s bowl lathe
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The main shaft passes through the headstock.
The only substantial piece of metal is the ring
with bolts for fixing the wood that is turned into
a jam-fit chuck. Note the holes in the right side of
the headstock that the toolrest will fit into.
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Li Jiadong shows how he sits in the lathe and
operates the pedals.

Li Jiadong leans his stomach against the arch
of wood at one end of the toolrest, which
presses it into the holes in the headstock,
fixing it in place.

The toolrest fixed in a hole in the headstock. The
various holes are for bowls of different diameters.

straight branches. The rear ends where
they pivoted rested in notches cut into
the frame and the front ends were
attached with rope to a long strap. The
strap was wound twice around the main
shaft of the lathe, which passed through
the headstock. The headstock was an
intriguing framework with two main
upright components set in a heavy base,
both joined by cross-members that also
supported the shaft. Li Jiadong said the
shaft is the hardest part of the lathe to
make. “It’s made of jujube wood. You cut
the wood to length, then rough-turn it
on a small lathe and wax it. The groove
where it is held by the headstock is not
cut out, but burned. You mount the
shaft on a large lathe and more than ten
young men pull on ropes to spin it. One
man adds beeswax in the middle. The
speed is so fast that the friction where
it is rubbed burns the beeswax.” I could
see the burn mark and imagined that
burning also case hardened the wood,
making it more resistant to wear.
A heavy metal ring with bolts on the
end of the shaft was a modern addition to firmly hold the wood for the
jam-fit chuck. The whole machine had
been made from parts of different ages,
as Li Jiadong explained: “To preserve
this heritage, a few of our enthusiastic
young people and old turners pieced
together this lathe. The shaft is from
one family, the bed is from another, and
the turning tools are from yet another
family. It’s hard for the old turners to see
this happen,” he added. “We had a hard
time parting with the shaft, which is the
turner’s lifeline. There are still quite a few
of these shafts in the village, but there are
only six or seven beds left in fairly good
condition. There is a fair supply of parts
among the owners and you can find a
couple of these turning tools in just about
every household.” He laughed and said,
“We’re far from modern and these things
are very rustic.”
To show us how he turns, he nimbly
climbed into the frame, adjusted a crossbar to sit on, lifted an arched piece of
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wood into place against his stomach, and
then set a stick that acted as the toolrest
between the headstock and his stomachbar. It seemed ungainly, but he soon had
everything settled to his satisfaction and
was pumping the pedals vigorously. The
whole lathe swayed as he pedaled, but
he seemed in complete control. The way
the toolrest was trapped between his
body and the headstock provided a stable
fulcrum. The headstock had many holes
for the toolrest to sit in and he explained
that it allowed for repositioning the toolrest for bowls of different diameters. The
largest bowl he had ever turned was seven
inches in diameter.
Li Jiadong offered to turn a bowl from
start to finish, so he cut a jam-fit chuck
and hammered a cone of willow root
into the recess. He quickly turned the
outside of the rim with his hook tool,
then with a few rapid cuts, hollowed the
bowl. He knocked off the bowl blank
and used the same tool to reshape the
jam chuck to receive the hollowed bowl.
He also showed us how he varies his grip
on the long tool handle to allow different cutting angles, one with the handle
resting along his forearm and the other
with it high on his shoulder. Finally, he
tapped the bowl firmly onto the chuck
and deftly shaped its foot. All of these
actions would seem familiar to any bowl
turner, but I felt I was looking down a
long tunnel into turning history.
Every time he pumped a pedal, there
was a soft creaking sound and when
I looked more closely, I could see the
whole machine was joined together by
wooden pegs. It flexed, but was strong.
The hook tool was old and rusty, but
there was no arguing with the long
shavings Li Jiadong was producing.
As he turned, he explained about the
pedals: “You apply different pressure
with your foot when you are turning
the inside and outside of a bowl. You
put more force on your left foot while
turning the inside, whereas you use the
right foot while turning the outside.” He
also had a gouge, which he did not
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With a cone of wood hammered into the jam-fit chuck, Li Jiadong uses
the hook tool to hollow the bowl.

Two different grips to create different cutting angles.

Reshaping the chuck to fit inside the bowl.

Li Jiadong turns the outside of the bowl.

Two of Li Jiadong’s bowls.

Li Jiadong’s lathe was mostly held together by
wooden pegs.

Li Jiadong’s hook tool.
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Li Jiadong’s gouge with the bevel on the inside
of the flute.

53

Copyright 2014, 2016, American Association of Woodturners. All rights reserved.

48_ShawoVillage.indd 53

3/12/14 3:33 PM

A bucket of Li Zhimin’s
partly finished bowls.

demonstrate. It surprised me to see the
bevel inside the flute, but I suppose I
should not have been surprised by anything at this stage.
Li Jiadong’s bowl nestled perfectly in
one cupped hand, the simplicity of the
form pleasing. I imagined it being used
and washed every day for years, eventually developing a rich patina.
When Li Jiadong was young, he
would turn about 100 bowls a day. At
five or six minutes per bowl, that meant
ten hours turning per day! Most bowls
were sold to the provinces of Henan,
Shanxi, and Shandong and would be
picked up about 2,000 at a time.

Another member of the Li clan, Li
Jiazhong, interjected: “Selling bowls in
the village used to be a big event. When
the bowl merchants arrived, they used to
shout out as they approached from the
south. Everyone tried to waylay them to
sell their bucket loads of bowls. The merchants would buy all the bowls and load
up their wagons. It was exciting.”
Young Li Xuemin, who had brought
us to his village, put his hand affectionately on the lathe. He spoke with
moving sincerity about his dreams.
“Last year, some of the old turners got
together and talked about reviving these
skills. They don’t want to see their work
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just gather dust and then be thrown
away,” he said. “But some of the young
people would like to combine the traditional craft with modern techniques to
make more creative pieces or art work.
In that way, we think we can improve
people’s lives. It will take time and hard
work, but we are not afraid of hardship.”
I was pleased to hear him add, “Still,
preservation is the top priority. I am
organizing people to learn this traditional craft in our spare time. Some even
traveled far to see others turn, only to
realize we have our own rich history in
our village. Now we want to let the world
know about our past.”
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Li Zhimin
It was getting late, but Li Xuemin
insisted we visit one last bowl turner,
Li Zhimin, of the ubiquitous Li clan.
His workshop was almost dark inside
and by the fading light of a tiny
window above his lathe, he showed
us how he turns bowls. It was a picturesque moment as the shavings
hissed off the tool and the bowl took
shape faster than I could imagine.
“How do you know when you are
done turning a bowl?” Su Jinling
asked. “Oh, you know when it’s
done,” he replied. “Some of them
are translucent.”
He showed us a number of recently
turned bowls. “How much did a
bowl sell for when you were young?”

I asked. “Thirteen cents,” he said.
It seemed very little, but Su Jinling
explained he was speaking of old
Chinese currency. However little the
price, this is how the villagers survived for hundreds of years.
As we left Li Zhimin’s house, I wondered about the plan to modernize
turning in Shawo Village. The villagers will decide what is best for their
future, but I think they know the old
ways are what distinguish them from
the rest of the turning world. As Li
Xuemin said, preservation of the old
skills is a priority.
We gathered outside the house for
a group photo and I felt privileged to
stand as a turner among these dignified men who carry the heritage of a

Li Xuemin speaks passionately about the village’s heritage.

Terry Martin is a wood artist, writer and
curator who lives and works in Brisbane,
Australia. He can be contacted at
eltel@optusnet.com.au.

Photos by Terry Martin or courtesy of IWCS.

Li Zhimin turns a bowl in the fading light.

The customary Chinese group photo. From left to right, front row: Su Jinling, Li Jiafang (spindle
turner), Yuriko Martin, Li Jiadong (bowl turner). Immediately behind Terry Martin is Li Zhimin
(bowl turner). At the back in the center is Li Xuemin.
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grand history. As we walked back to
the van, we were followed by many of
the village women, who carried young
children. One boy was holding three
village bowls and his mother allowed
me to take a photograph. I thought
about Li Xuemin’s plan to train young
turners. Maybe 20 years from now this
boy will be one of the famous turners
of Shawo Village, inheritor of a unique
turning history.

Perhaps a Shawo turner of the future.
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