
APPRENTICE NOTEBOOK 
Dressing A Hammer By Brian Gilbert  
 One of the first things that every blacksmith 
should learn is how to dress tools. It’s almost im-
possible to do good work without properly dressed 
tools, especially your hammers. The hammer is one 
of the most important and basic tools in the shop, 
and most are not ready to use as soon as they’re 
bought. New hammers are almost always crudely 
ground and too sharp, and used hammers are more 
often abused and/or rusted.  
 Many blacksmiths have developed their own 
personal preferences for dressing their tools, and 
that’s the way it should be… they should be 
dressed in a way that works best for you. I’m going 
to explain the way I like my tools. Use this as a 
starting point and develop your own style. A cross 
peen often starts out looking like this. 

  As an example, I recently dressed a two pound 
cross peen hammer… one of the cheap Chinese 
variety. Not my first choice for tools, but until I 
make my first million by blacksmithing, they’ll do. 
It’s a fairly low quality tool, but perfectly service-
able with a little attention. The price is right… 
around four bucks from Harbor Freight Tools. If 
you look carefully at a new hammer, you’ll notice a 
couple of things. The peen end is often ground 
sharp and square, and the hammer face is usually 
flat or slightly crowned, with a sharp 45 degree 
bevel ground around the edge. You may have heard 
me say this before, but in blacksmithing there 

should be NO SHARP EDGES. Except maybe on 
your chisels, hardies, punches, and your pocket-
knife, but that’s about it Everything else should 
have some kind of radius ground or sanded into it’s 
edge, even if only a slight one. Even a set hammer 
(which is not really a hammer at all, but a square 
block of steel punched for a handle used to set 
shoulders) should have a very small radius ground 
into the corners. 

  Check the angles with the handle in before you 
start If the hammer you’re planning to dress still 
has the handle in it, take a moment to look at the 
working surfaces in relation to the handle. The 
peen should be perpendicular to the handle, and the 
face should be parallel. If either of these surfaces 
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are out, it’ll be easier to correctly grind the hammer 
with the handle in place, but otherwise I like to 
remove the handle. OK, back to our Chinese two-
pounder. First we need to decide what this tool will 
be used for. I usually grind hammers one of two 
ways, either for roughing or for finishing.  
 A roughing hammer is more rounded… it’s 
radiused surfaces are designed to penetrate deeply 
into the steel and move as much metal as possible. 
It tends to leave a lot of hammer marks, though. To 
get rid of the marks left by a roughing hammer, I’ll 
switch to a smoothing or finishing hammer. All the 
edges are radiused like a roughing hammer, but the 
curves on the face and the peen are generally flat-
ter.  
 As always there are a few exceptions. I have 
one cross peen that I use just for veining leaves. It 
has a peen that’s too sharp for anything else. An-

other would be a hammer that’s reserved just for 
striking chisels and other tools. Once you’ve put 
the time in polishing your hammer faces, you 
won’t want to mark them up by bashing on a cold 
chisel.  
 Since our hammer only weighs two pounds, I’ll 
dress this as a roughing hammer. I start with the 
peen end and grind the outline of the profile I want. 
I’m looking for a gentle curve, with nice rounded 
corners, perpendicular to the body of the hammer 
head. It’s easier to grind the head if the handle is 
removed, but this isn’t absolutely necessary. The 
handles that come with these handles are usually 
low quality and poorly fitted anyway.  
  
Next I’ll make a secondary grind to soften the 
peen. It helps to see this grind by changing the di-
rection of the scratch marks. I try to make the sec-
ondary grind at about 45 degrees to the first grind. 
After these two grinds are made, I’ll switch to a 
belt grinder to finish, blending the grinds together 
until smooth.  
 This is tough to do if you don’t have a belt 
grinder. Neither do I, but you can do a passable job 
with a flap sanding disc on a disc grinder. Com-
pared to a belt grinder, a flap wheel is somewhat 
stiff and doesn’t blend the grinds as well… it tends 
to make new bevels. Just take it slow and lightly 
stroke the piece until everything looks smooth. 
Now switch back to the grinding wheel to profile 
the face of the hammer. Look carefully at the 
face… most new hammers have a sharp ring near 
the edge, where the hammer was ground at the fac-
tory. That edge has to go. I grind the profile first on 
axis with the eye, then perpendicular to the eye, 
and then at 45 degrees. The profile curve of the 
hammer’s face needs to be carefully ground… it 
should have the same curve all around, as even as 
possible. After the profile looks good from all these 
angles, I switch to the flap wheel and blend them 
together. 
 Now take one last look at the head, and exam-
ine it closely for any sharp edges or facets left over 
from the grinding and flap sanding. Hopefully 
there won’t be any, but if there are blend them in. 
A roughing hammer is useable at this point, but I 
like to take the extra step of polishing the head. It 
doesn’t take long. I use a sewn cotton buffing 
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wheel mounted to 6” 1750 rpm grinder. Charge the 
wheel with a little bit of grey or red rouge buffing 
compound. I’ve found compound available in three 
colors, grey, red, or white. The coarsest is the grey 
and cuts fairly fast, the red is finer and removes the 
scratches from the grey, and white compound is 
finest of all. It works slowly and leaves a bright 
mirror finish. You should use a separate buffing 
wheel for each color. I usually buff a hammer head 
with a red or grey to shine it up and leave it at that. 
 There’s a good bit more to buffing than I’ve 
described… I’ve got an entire book on the sub-
ject… but I don’t get too crazy when buffing ham-
mers. Just a little polishing is all you need.  
 Now turn your attention to the handle. They 
always come varnished… I imagine that this is to 
keep them from warping. The varnish makes the 
handles slippery when using gloves, and kind of 
sticky when I’m using bare, sweaty hands. I don’t 
usually get blisters from varnished handles, but it 
seems to irritate and redden my palms. I have small 
hands, so almost all the handles I find are too fat. I 
also forge with gloves, which makes the handles 
seem fatter still. So for all these reasons, I take the 
time to dress the handles of my hammers.  
 The shape of your handles is a matter of per-
sonal preference. Some like handles that keep the 
factory oval shape. Jerry Darnell likes handles that 
are short, and cuts off his ends. Uri Hofi’s hammer 
handles have two flats parallel to the head. This is 

to prevent the hammer from rotating in your hand, 
and to give you a tactile clue about the orientation 
of your hammer head. Donald Streeter suggested 
placing the thumb on top of the hammer handle for 
straight blows, and some folks like to put a single 
flat along the top of the handle for this reason.  
 So there are lots of variations in handle dress-
ing for you to choose from. It’s like the old joke… 
ask five blacksmiths the best way to dress hammer 

 Grinding the face profile  
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handles, and you’ll come up with six different an-
swers.  
 Try them all, and go with what you like best. 
My personal favorite is octagonal handles, cut thin 
for flexibility and to compensate for the gloves, 
finished with linseed oil. Robb Gunter says that 
hammer handles should fill your hand… if your 
fingers touch when holding the hammer, the handle 
is too small. Linseed oil leaves a nice, satiny finish 
that grips reasonably well under gloves or bare 
skin, and it wears well under use.  
 I start off by scraping the handle. I use an old 
knife, but a real scraper blade would work better. 
You’ll be tempted to sand the varnish off with your 
flap wheel, but don’t give in to temptation! The 
varnish will melt and hopelessly clog your flap 
wheel. Scrape the varnish off of eight sides, then 
hand sand the rest until the handle is about the 
shape that you want. If the handle is really thick, or 
you want to do some drastic thinning, you can use 

a spokeshave to shave things down a bit. The 
spokeshave will leave an irregular surface, but you 
can sand this out.  
 Finish the handle with a couple of coats of lin-
seed oil. Thin the first coat a bit with thinner, to 
help the oil penetrate deeply, then finish off with a 
full strength coat. You’ll need to give the handle a 
coat every six months or so, especially if you don’t 
use the hammer much.  
 Take care when fitting the handle to the head… 
a loose hammer head is dangerous. I like to replace 
the handles with new ones, especially if the tool 
will see a lot of use. A new handle is only a couple 
bucks, so treat yourself. Fit the handle by coating 
the inside bottom of the eye with ink, then set the 
hammer down on the handle. Remove it, and carve 
away the marks left by the ink. Repeat this until the 
handle goes deeply into the head, and sticks out 
about a half inch on the top. Leave room for the 
wedge… if the head compresses and closes the 
wedge slot, then you won’t get a good fit. When 
you set the head for the final fit, make sure you 
can’t see the cut for the wedge at the bottom of the 
hammer head… this area should be solid wood. 
 Drive the wood wedge in first, then follow up 
with one or two steel wedges across the wood. 
Some folks like to cap the whole thing off with 
epoxy to seal the handle, but I’ve never tried it. If 
your head does become loose, an old trick is to 
soak your handle in water. The water swells the 
wood, tightening the head. It works, but the draw-
back is that once you do this, you need to keep the 
hammer in water. If it dries out, the head will be 
looser than before. I’ve heard that soaking in anti-
freeze swells the handle without drying out the 
wood, but I haven’t tried it. Antifreeze does work 
as a wood preservative, though.  
 That’s one way to dress a cross peen hammer. 
A straight peen or ball peen is dressed pretty much 
the same way. Even if you use different techniques 
than these, take the time to dress your hammers. 
 Your forging will be cleaner and easier with 
dressed tools, and folks won’t think you a beginner 
if your toolbox is full of nicely polished, rounded 
hammer heads. There is another option to dressing 
up cheap, used hammers, and that is to make your 
own from scratch.  
Hammers Blow 8 3  SUMMER 2000 
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Blacksmithing 
Workshops and Classes: 
Peters Valley Craft Education Center 
19 Kuhn Rd., Layton, NJ 07851 (973)948-5200              
pv@warwick.net      www.pvcrafts.org 
 

Academy of Traditional Arts 
Carrol County Farm Museum 
500 South Center St. Westminster, MD 21157 
(410)848-7775    (410)876-2667 
 

Touchstone Center for Crafts 
R.D.#1, Box 60, Farmington, PA 15437 
(724)329-1370    Fax: (724)329-1371 
 

John C Campbell Folk School 
One Folk School Rd.  
Brasstown, NC 28902 
1-800-365-5724      www.folkschool.com 
 

Brookfield Craft Center 
286 Whisconier Road 
P. O. Box 122 
Brookfield, CT  06804-0122 
203.775.4526 
Open Forges 
If any members have a forge at home and work 
in the evenings or weekends and want to open it 
up to help a few local guys, let me know, Larry 
Brown, editor, as we get requests from members 
who have a hard time traveling to some of the 
open forge locations. 
 Please contact, Larry Brown, Editor. 
We want to encourage all to join us at:  
 

Monday Night Open Forge in N.J. 
 

Marshall Bienstock is hosting an open forge in 
his shop at 7 pm almost every Monday night 
( Please call ahead on holidays to make sure , 
(732)780-0871 ) 
 

Open Forge in Long Island 
Sunday from 10:00 am to 6pm.  
Starting the 1st Sunday in November until the 
end of April.  Please call ahead to confirm and 
get directions.   Ron Grabowski, 110 Burling-
ton Blvd. Smithtown, NY  (631) 265-1564    
Ronsforge@aol.com  
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In Southern NJ contact 
Joshua Kuehne, 543 Amos Ave. 
Vineland, NJ 08360 
(856) 503-5297      iforgeiron88@yahoo.com 
In Northern Delaware and Southern NJ, 
contact Kerry Rhoades or John Chobrda 
Kerry (302) 832-1631 John (302) 838-1960     
(609) 610-3501 (cell) 
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Business Members 
We would like to thank those who joined with 

our new Business Membership category . 
Business dues are $40 

Please show them our support 
 

John Chobrda, Dragon Run Forge  
P.O. Box 315 Delaware City, DE, 19706  
302-838-1960 jchob@verizon.net  
 
 

Eric Cuper Artist Blacksmith 
109 Lehman Lane, Neshanic Station, NJ 08853  
908 642-6420 ericuper@msn.com 
 

Bruce  Hay, Jr.  
50 Pine St., Lincroft, NJ 07738 
 

Jayesh Shah, Architectural Iron Design 
950 S. 2nd St., Plainfield, NJ 07063 
jay@archirondesign.com 
 

Louise Pezzi, Blacksmith 
1241 Carpenter St  
Philadelphia,  PA 19147  
215 336 6023   pezziandjr@gmail.com 
 

Mark Balzarette, Blue Sun Customs LLC 
124 Greenwood Ave. STE.C Suite C 
Midland Park, NJ 07432 

BLACKSMITH TOOLS FOR SALE! 
John Chobrda 

Has a large selection of tools for sale. 
Anvils – Forges - Leg Vices—Blowers  

Tongs – Hammers  
and/or resurfaced Anvils 

Call John for prices and availability 
(302) 838-1960        cell (609) 610-3501  



   

Northeast Blacksmiths Association 
Northeast Blacksmiths holds its meets 

twice a year at the Ashokan Field Campus 
in  New York State. 

The Ashokan campus is located in  
Olivebridge, N.Y., several miles west of 
Kingston, N.Y. The meets are held the 
first weekend in May and in the first 

weekend in October every year. The main 
demonstration is in the blacksmith shop 
and there is a "Hands On" workshop for 

beginners. A main demonstrator is 
brought in for each meet, food and bunk-

house style lodging are provided as part of 
the cost of the weekend long meet.   

Contact : Tim Neu  
to register for hammer-ins  
or subscribe to the newsletter; 
Tim Neu, The Ashokan Center,  
447 Beaverkill Rd. 
Olivebridge, N.Y. 12461    [914]657-8333 
For more information check out the web 
site;  <http://nba.abana-chapter.com/> 

  

Join ABANA or Check out other area chapters! 

NAME _________________________________ 
 
ADDRESS ______________________________ 
 
CITY___________________________________ 
 
STATE/PRO V. _____________________________ 
 
COUNTRY______________________________ 
 
ZIP (+4)/POSTAL CODE___________________ 
 
PHONE #  ______________________________ 
 
EMAIL _________________________________ 
Order Online, Mail, Call or Fax your Check 
or Credit Card Payment to: 
ABANA 
15754 Widewater Drive, 
Dumfries, VA 22025-1212 
703-680-1632 USA 
703-680-6222 VOICE      Website;  WWW.ABANA.ORG    Email;   ABANA@ABANA.ORG 

___ Regular Member  $55.00 
___ Senior Citizen (Age 65+)  $50.00 
___  Full Time Student  $45.00 
___ Foreign Member  $65.00 
__ Public Library-USA  $45.00 
___ Contributory                         $150.00 
MASTERCARD OR VISA ACCOUNT NUMBER 
 
_______-________-________-__________ 
 
EXPIRATION DATE    _________      _________ 

Join The Pennsylvania Blacksmiths Association! 
 ________________________________ 
  Name 

 ________________________________ 
  Address 

 ________________________________ 
  City, State, Zip code 

 ________________________________ 
  Home / work Phone #                                            E-mail (optional) 
 New Member ____ Renewal ____  
 Do you have any particular skills (welder, accountant, carpenter, 
doctor) that may be helpful to the group or membership? 
_____________________________________________________  
  ____________________________________ 
    Suggestions for PABA demonstrations 
 
     What is your skill level? 
    O Beginner  O Intermediate  O Advanced  O  Professional 
Membership paid by ___Cash ___Check # _____  
 
Send your completed application with $ 20  ( one year dues) to; 
PABA Treasurer, Buzz Glahn 
 1667 Wyomissing Rd.  
Mohnton, PA 19540  
(make Checks payable to PABA)  
 

PABA Membership Application 
Membership is from Jan. 1 — Dec. 31 



New Jersey Blacksmiths Association 
Attn: Larry Brown, Editor 
90 William Avenue 
Staten Island, New York 10308 

 

How to Join or Renew your Membership in NJBA: 
NJBA Dues are $20 per year.  

NJBA Business Dues are $40 per year 
Please make your check out to:  “NJBA” 

Please mail checks to: 
NJBA, P.O. Box 224, Farmingdale,  NJ 07727-9998 

Please include payment with the information listed below. You will receive a postcard 
 confirmation of your membership, and will receive a newsletter within a month.  

 NJBA's "year" runs from June to June.  If you join mid-year, the postcard will offer a  
prorated dues option which will then allow you to extend your membership till the following 

June.  The following information will be listed in a roster available to other members. 
Name  ____________________   Home Phone________________ 
Address   _________________     Day Phone   ________________ 
City     ________________________________________________ 
State   _____________________   Zip   ______________________ 
E-Mail  ___________________ Skill Level (optional)___________ 
Comments ____________________________________________  

Index For NJBA  
Volume 15, #2 
08/25/10 
Meets and Reports 
Pages 1–7;  
Tong clip—8 ; 
Charcoal—9: 
Chain Saw Damascus 
10-11; 
Demonstrating 12—13; 
Hammer facing 13—17; 
Ad Page 18 
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