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Text and Pictures by Howard Ebmeier 
 

Introduction 
There are two primary reasons to construct a wooden handle for your fly rod. First is the 
beauty of the finished wooden grip. Cork cannot compare to the attractiveness of a finely 
turned rosewood handle with its swirling grain pattern or the craftsmanship displayed by 
combining exotic woods to create a custom fit wooden handle. It clearly makes a 
statement that you are different and unique. Second, a wooden handle can provide added 
sensitivity to what is happening on the other end of your tippet. As any physicist can tell 
you, vibrations are more easily transmitted through wood than cork and, therefore, you 
can detect small strikes much easier with wooden handles. Some fishermen have even 

indicated they can detect 
the flow of the current or 
composition of the 
bottom with their 
wooden handled rods. 
 
Wooden handles, 
however, are not for 
everyone. They are 
slightly heavier (about 
one ounce) and do need 
to be protected from 
excessive exposure to 
water. If you are in the 
habit of leaving your 
rods in the bottom of a 
soggy boat or storing 
them outside in moist 

conditions, then cork is probably a better alternative. In addition, wood handles require 
additional maintenance and can crack in extremely dry conditions or by excessive 
exposure to hot summer sun. Proper conditioning on an annual basis is essential. Wood 
handles can also be a little more slippery than cork but that primarily is a function of your 
gripping habits and if you have fish slime on your hands. I would submit that most fly 
fishermen would say that the advantages of increased beauty, sensitivity, and the ability 
to custom fit the handle to the fisherman’s grip outweigh the needed extra care and 
weight. 

Safety 
The fun and enjoyment of making a wooden handle can quickly be destroyed by an 
unfortunate accident so be sure you observe all safety rules when operating the necessary 



machinery. Primary among those safety practices is keeping your tools sharp and wearing 
protective eye covering. Be sure to roll up your sleeves and tie back long hair to keep it 
out of the rotating wood blank. Some individuals are allergic to various species of wood 
so be sure you use some form of dust control whether it is a simple mask or elaborate 
cyclone dust control system. (See the article “Wood Allergies” in the August, 2009 issue 
of Fine WoodWorking magazine for additional information.) Finally, if you choose to fill 
in small defects in the wood with cyanoacrylate filler (explained later), be sure you wear 
a good mask and do so with proper ventilation because the vapors can be toxic. 

Wood Selection 
The selection of wood is primarily up to the individual. Here are some guidelines. Fine-
grained wood such a maple and cherry turn more easily and produce a smoother finish 
than more open grained woods such as oak and walnut. Kiln dried wood is more stable 
and will finish a little easier because you will not be dealing with the wood’s internal 
resin. Stabilized wood is the best but can be very expensive. (See 
www.woodturningvideosplus.com for a more detailed discussion.) Whatever wood or 
combinations of wood you select, dimensions of 1.5 inches squares by whatever length 
meets your needs seems to work best. This allows for some errors in drilling and gluing 
and still leaves sufficient stock to turn even a relatively thick grip. Your local lumber 
yard should be able to supply the more common woods such as cherry and walnut, 
however, you will probably need to special order more exotic species. My personal 
favorites are Amboyna Burl, Birdseye Maple, Rosewood, Cherry Burl, Colobolo, 
Katalox, and Quilted Sapele for the primary wood with Bloodwood, Chakte Viga, and 
Tamboti used for accents. Some companies sell exotic wood bundles for a reasonable 
price which allows you to experiment on your own. (See www.bellforest.com, 
www.mudhole.com, and www.woodworkers.com for various products.)  

Blank Assembly 
After selecting and sequencing the wood segments, be sure the face of the piece of wood 
(the parts you glue together) is perpendicular to the body of the wood segment then drill 
3/8 inch holes in the center of each piece except the butt piece. If the face is not square 
with the body, the final blank might be crooked and difficult to turn or produce 
undesirable patterns in the final handle. I would suggest using a drill press because it will 
ensure a straight and clean hole. 

  
If you are drilling a long piece, 
then build yourself a jig that will 
help ensure the hole is consistent 
and parallel with the body of the 
wood segment. If you need to 
drill a really long hole, then drill 
a 3-4 inch pilot hole using the 
drill press and then complete the 
process with a longer bit and a 
hand drill. A 3/8th inch hole will 
be adequate for 4-8 weight rods 



but you might want to bore a smaller hole for lighter weight rods or a large ½ inch hole 
for heavier weight rods. 
 
If your reel seat requires a fitting hole, then you might want to drill that hole in the end 
butt piece before you drill the center through hole. Typically this means chucking a 7/8th 
inch Forstner bit (spade bits do not work well) into the drill press and slowly drilling a 
hole of appropriate depth. Use a high quality bit and go slowly with repeated extractions 
to prevent burning. Obviously, before you drill this hole it is wise to measure the reel seat 
you intend to use and adjust the size and depth of the hole accordingly. After you have 
completed this cut, then carefully drill the center hole using the pilot center of the 
Forstner bit as a centering guide. 
 
The next step is gluing all the segments together. If your selected wood contains a lot of 
resin be sure to wipe off the surfaces to be glued with denatured alcohol prior to 
application of the glue. This will enhance adhesion between the two parts. Be sure to use 
high quality exterior grade glue such as Titebright II, Gorilla glue, Rod bond, or Tight 
Bond. I typically assemble the various pieces on a long hex-headed bolt (carriage bolts 
should be avoided since they do not have a way of grasping the head if extraction proves 
difficult) and then using a series of large washers and nuts to apply enough pressure to 
squeeze about half the glue from between the wood segments. Do not apply too much 
pressure and squeeze the glue out but do close obvious gaps between the wood segments. 
I find that long bolts which are threaded about 1/3rd their length seem to work best as they 
will allow you to use to threads to screw the bolt out of the blank. Avoid using a hammer 
to drive out the bolt as that process can result in broken blanks and damage the bolt’s 
threads thus preventing future use. Applying a coat of wax before you assemble the 
various pieces on the bolt clamp will assist with the extraction process. You can also use 
a mandrel to align the wood pieces if you are careful not to get excess glue on the steel 
rod. 
 
 If you are only using one solid piece of wood for your handle, then drill the reel seat 
receiving hole before turning using a jig to ensure the hole is at a right angle to the body 
of the wood piece. Then drill a 3/8th inch pilot hole as described above. You can also drill 
these holes on the lathe if you have appropriate chucks although you might find that 
procedure more difficult. 

The Mandrel 
You can actually turn a one-piece solid wood handle without a mandrel but it is 
somewhat tricky and you will likely be successful only half the time. If you wish to try 
this approach then plug the 3/8th inch hole on the front end of the blank with a small 
dowel or wood plug and mount to the tailstock holder precisely in the center. Secure the 
butt end of the handle to the spur or mount in a chuck. This procedure will work 
relatively well for solid stock but is not appropriate for glued-up material. A mandrel is 
required with a glued-up blank to prevent breakage along the glue lines while turning. 
 
Turning on a mandrel is essential for glued-up stock. I prefer the treaded 3/8th inch 
mandrel manufactured by Turner (www.Brighton.com) but the unthreaded mandrels 



offered through Mud Hole 
(www.mudhole.com) will work fine 
if you secure the blank to the 
mandrel with a little epoxy on both 
ends. Both types of mandrels mount 
in a chuck on one end and slip into a 
live center on the other. Note that 
you may need to re-bore the 3/8th in 
through hole a little to get the 
mandrel to fit. 

Turning 
Before you affix the stock to the 

mandrel and start turning, you may want to “knock-off” the corners of the stock piece. It 
isn’t required, but it will save time and is safer. After mounting the mandrel in the lathe 
and testing to see if the apparatus is secure and centered, then begin by using a gouge to 
bring the blank into a perfectly cylindrical shape. Now use gouges, skews, and cut-off 
tools to shape the blank into the form that is most pleasing to you. Stop often to see how 
the handle fits you hand. When you are satisfied with the appearance and shape, polish 
with successively smoother grades of sandpaper. I would start with 80 grit then move to 
120, 240, 400, 600, and finally 1500.  

Finishing 
If you want a really polished and shiny finish, then you might need to fill the minor 
imperfections in the wood prior to adding a final coat. A product called Super ‘T’ instant 
glue manufactured by Satellite City (www.woodcraft.com) can be applied directly to the 
semi-finished handle and sanded lightly to produce a slurry of glue and sawdust that will 
help fill the pores and imperfections in the wood handle. Do be cautious as the glue can 
produce a noxious smell; use only with good ventilation. Do not turn on the lathe while 
working with the glue as it may propel glue bits into your face and onto your hands. 
 
There are two strategies you can follow to add a protective coating to the rod handles. 
The first involves simply polishing the wood with successively finer grades of sandpaper 

followed by buffing out with pumice 
and rottenstone or their equivalents. 
(See Moser’s polishing compounds, 
www.woodworker.com or polishing 
compounds commonly found in auto 
stores.) The final step is to apply a thin 
coat of wax and buff to the desired 
sheen. The second strategy is to apply 
6-10 coats of de-waxed shellac (not 
the stuff you can buy in paint stores 
but the actual flakes dissolved in 
denatured alcohol) followed by Tung 
oil, polyurethane, or varnish if desired. 



The shellac helps seal in the wood’s natural oils often present in more exotic woods and 
provides a base for more traditional finishes. Do not wax these latter finishes as it will 
interfere with adhesion of subsequent finish coats.  
 

Additional Help 
The best single source is Andy Dear’s DVD titled The Wood Lathe in Rodbuilding 
(www.enterprizes.com). Andy demonstrates many of the techniques described in this 
article plus covers construction of inserts for reel seats. For design ideas see the web 
sites: www.classiccustomwoods.com, www.rodbuilding.org, and the August, 2004 issue 
of Rodmaker and October, 2004 issue of Workbench magazines. Ray Jorgensen at 
ccw@classiccustomwood.com is the single best source for additional assistance and 
instructions for making jigs to produce various inlays and design patterns. Finally, using 
the message board at www.rodbuilder.com can be an invaluable aid in getting second 
opinions and solving perplexing problems. 
 
If I had any final advice it would be to read all the information you can find and then 
adjust your techniques to match your equipment and skill level. Before attempting to 
construct a rod handle from your prized piece of expensive exotic wood, turn out several 
prototypes and get the rough spots resolved first. 
 
Howard Ebmeier 
Free State Fly Fishers 
Lawrence, Kansas 
howard@ku.edu 
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