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Turning a miniature wooden 
cowboy hat
By Mike Walker Jnr
Tools required:
• Bowl Gouge – 40° with relief grind, for removing 

material fast.
• Bowl Gouge – 55° with relief grind, for most of the 

shaping.
• Bowl Gouge – 35° with relief grind, to remove the 

spigot on the jam chuck.
• Tool of choice to make a spigot.
• Waste block and a jam chuck light (e.g. a bright LED 

spot light).
• Hot glue gun, to add extra support to the work.
• Timber for burnishing (e.g. padauk and ebony).
• A light source to gauge timber thickness.
• Hat bending jig (see below).
• Large rubber bands.
Preparing the timber:
Source a freshly cut tree, section out a log and 
remove the pith. Wrap the blank well in plastic 
for transportation and turn it as soon as possible. 
Remember: the fresher the better. The wetter the 
blank is, the easier it will be to work with – both for 
turning and for bending. Remove any bark on the 
timber prior to turning.

Time to make a start:
From a safety standpoint I like to use a small faceplate 
instead of the woodscrew that comes with the chuck 
(Figure 1); as the woodscrew is prone to pulling out of 
very wet timber. Remember that wet timber weighs a 
lot more than the equivalent sized blank of dry timber, 
so bring the tailstock up for added support. 

Start by turning the face of your blank flat so you can 
bring the tailstock of your lathe up to support the work. 
The tailstock also helps by marking the centre of the 
work, which will help you later on when you set it up 
for the jam chuck. Bring the tailstock up to the work 
and slowly increase the speed to one where you are 
comfortable turning. With the toolrest positioned at 
45°, knock the corner off the blank and remove weight 
quickly using the 40° bowl gouge (Figure 2). 

Mark out a 50 or 100 mm tenon on the top of the hat 
(depending on the size of the hat you are wanting to 
make). Make the tenon for the jaws slightly larger than 
required, to allow you to adjust the tenon if the timber 
moves. To ensure that the blank runs true, spend extra 
time making sure that this is a good fit and the chuck 
has a nice shoulder to seat against (Figures 3 & 4). 

Workshop Tips

Turning the top side of the hat:
When you come to shape the hat remember that shape 
is a personal preference. For a cowboy hat you should 
be aiming for a slight curve on the brim that is virtually 
undetectable, as this aids in the bending process. Make 
sure that you wet sand the hat as you turn it. It saves 
time and a lot of hand sanding at the other end. 

Work out where the rim of the hat is to go, then turn 
away timber to give the basic shape of the top side 
of the hat. As you remove the bulk of the timber, 
periodically stop and take the time to check and see 
that the chuck is still tight. You can refine the shape 
once the bulk of the timber is turned away (Figure 5). 
Keep in mind that a sharp tool allows for fine cuts to be 
taken. At this stage I also mark out where the band on 
the hat is going to go and make it slightly proud (Figure 
6). 

Remember that the wood is constantly moving, 
distorting and changing shape so don’t spend too 
long on perfection or it will dry out too much on you. 
Remember to cut downhill to prevent grain tear out. 
Keep your eyes peeled for cracks that may develop and 
listen to the timber as you work. Normally you don’t 
have to be as concerned about the timber cracking as it 
is drying at such a rapid rate, but some timbers are less 
predictable so take care when turning. 

Turning the underside of the hat:
When you are finished shaping the outside of the hat, 
flip it around onto the tenon that you have created. 
Set up a light source behind the rim of the hat so it 
shines through the timber as you work. I use lights that 
I purchased from Rolly Munro and made adjustable 
by turning a magnetised base, and placing that on a 
metal ruler to create an extension (Figure 7) but work 
with what you have available. Remove weight from the 
brim but leave support in the timber. Work an inch at a 
time, working towards the center, to keep the timber 
stable (Figure 8). Bring your speed up again when the hat 
is back in round. Ideally you are aiming for a 2-3 mm 
thickness over the entire hat.

You will start to see the light shining through the timber 
as you work (Figure 9). Work to match the inside of the 
hat brim to the outside curve of the brim. Always work 
the brim first, as this is the part with the least support 
and it will move the quickest. Make sure that you are 
happy with your shape as you won’t be able to come 
back. If you need to, you can spray down the blank 
with water as you turn to keep the hat moist.

Hollowing the inside of the hat:
Once the brim is at the desired thickness, start to 
hollow the inside of the hat. I use a 55° bowl gouge 
for this. Then it’s a case of hollow, hollow and hollow 
some more. Instead of hollowing, some guys will take 
an individual core within the hat, when working on a big 
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hat, and use this to make a small hat. Follow the curves 
carefully as you hollow so you don’t put the chisel 
through (Figure 10). You may need to position your body 
right over the lathe as you work. Always look at the 
opposite side of where you are cutting to see how the 
cuts are taking shape. Stop and check regularly to see 
where you are up to; you can insert the light into the 
center of the hat to help gauge depth and thickness 
(Figure 11).

Jam chucking:
Once the hat is hollowed, it is time to switch it over 
onto the jam chuck. At this stage turn your hot glue 
gun on and let it heat up. Reverse chuck and turn the 
jam chuck to fit in the hat. 

At this point there are two options. If your lathe has the 
ability to have a light source run through the headstock, 
and you have the equipment, you can do this. 
Otherwise you need to create a jam chuck that has 
an LED light inset into it to provide your light source 
through the hat (Figure 12). This is the method I use and 
describe here. 

As you create your jam chuck, make sure you leave 
room for glue and timber movement for the inset light; 
you don’t want to have to force it in there (remember 
at some stage you might want to replace those 
batteries!). When you create the recess, make sure 
you can also easily access the on/off switch. 

It is at this point that I use the mark that the tail stock 
has left in the timber to allow me to remount the hat 
more accurately (Figure 13). You want a snug fit, but not 
too tight as you can crack the hat and break it by doing 
this. Use a couple of blobs of hot glue to hold the jam 
chuck in place – it’s the secondary level of support for 
your hat (Figure 14). Allow the glue to harden or it will not 
hold as desired (and you can end up wearing it).

Burnish the band:
Once the hat is remounted on the jam chuck, and the 
tail stock support is up, burnish the band on the hat. 
The moisture content of the wood can prevent good 
colour from forming so use a paper towel to dry the 
area to be coloured. I use a piece of Padauk and Ebony 
to give the colour to the bands on my hats (Figure 15). 
There are other options for colouring but if you want 
to use another timber one with a high oil content will 
work best. Avoid burning the hat as this can create 
hairline checking that could affect bending; also avoid 
burning with wire as this can cut right through your hat. 

Remove the tenon:
Now it is time to turn away the tenon, relying on the 
light provided from the jam chuck. Start with a slow 
speed and wind up. Take light cuts to remove the 
tenon; the light from the jam chuck will tell you how 
thin you are turning (Figures 16 & 17). And there you have 
it, a completed hat ready to be removed from the lathe 
and bent (Figure 18).

At this point the hat can be taken off the jam chuck 
with very little effort. If the glue does not want to let go 
you can use a heat gun to soften it, but be careful as it 
can also dry the hat too much and prevent a successful 
bend. I’ve also heard that applying methylated spirits 
can nicely dissolve the hot glue, but I’m yet to try this. 

Bending:
Once the turning is complete it is time to place the 
hat into the bending jig. Rubber bands provide enough 
force to start the bending process without cracking 
the brim (Figure 19). The hat should take no more than a 
week to completely dry. Once the hat is dry, you can 
remove it from the bending jig, lightly sand it and apply 
your preferred finish (Figure 20). 

TIPS:
• Ensure you have a good light source and a poncho 

to keep you dry. 
• If the timber is high in tannins, wear gloves. This will 

prevent your hands from turning black. 
• Remember you are working with very wet timber. It 

is important to clean your tools and lathe when you 
are finished to prevent rust. 

• Use very light pressure on the work, always rubbing 
the bevel; and place more pressure down onto the 
tool rest than into the work. A sheer scraping 
technique is very helpful. 

Hat bending jig measurements for miniature hats: 
• Base: 8 x 16 cm, marking out 8 cm for the staves.
• Staves: 8 x 58 cm (x2).
• Screws on the outside of the staves, 16 cm from 

the top, to attach rubber bands.
• Any normal clamp can be used to apply side 

pressure.
• Optional: Rim bending formers. These are easily 

made and allow for the front brim of the hat to be 
bent in the opposite way to the rest of the hat. 

I also have plans for a larger hat bending jig. For this, or 
if you have any other questions, feel free to contact me 
at: walkerswoodturning@hotmail.co.nz 


