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I have been turn-
ing bowls for 
many years and 

am always looking for 
new ways to decorate 
and enhance them. I 
have used carving, burn-
ing, painting, dyeing, and 
inlaying with many materials. 
Using stained glass seemed like a 
natural way to add rich, vibrant color 
to a wood bowl. Stained glass comes 
in a huge variety of colors, shades, 
and hues and also in various tex-
tures. But there were a few problems 
to consider. I had to devise a way to 
allow for wood movement, given the 
rigidity of the stained glass pieces. 
Also the sharp edges of the glass had 
to be covered to allow protection and 
provide a finished look.

My first designs some years ago uti-
lized a rabbet, or groove, around the 
bowl filled with rectangular stained 
glass pieces. Because light could not 
show through the inlayed glass, I 
used reflective glass to create the 
effect I was looking for. These bowls 
were interesting, but I wanted to find 
a way to let the light pass through. 
This idea developed into my port-
hole bowls, which evolved through 
several iterations before arriving at 
the process described here.

The process involves parting off a 
thin section of the bowl rim, drill-
ing portholes through the walls, 
and forming a deep slot through the 

holes from the rim. Pieces of glass are 
then inserted into the rim slot to fill 
the holes, and the rim is glued back 
on. This method, although a little 
tricky, means rectangular pieces of 
glass can be used instead of circles, a 
big advantage. And the edges of the 
glass are totally enclosed within the 
wall of the bowl. Following are the 
steps to make a porthole bowl.

True a rough-turned bowl
Select a roughed out bowl that has 
been sufficiently air-dried. It should be 
sound with no cracks or other defects. 
To best display the glass portholes, pick 
a shape with high sides that curve up 
close to vertical. Remount the bowl 
to true up the outside profile (Photo 
1). The walls of the bowl must remain 
thick enough after truing to house the 
stained glass pieces.

The diameter of your bowl will 
influence the number and diameter 
of portholes in your design. For this 
example, I used boxelder maple to 

make a finished bowl 53/4" 
high and 123/4" in diameter. 

I decided to incorporate sixteen 
portholes, each 11/4" (32mm) in 

diameter. These parameters can be 
adjusted to match the size of your bowl.

To true up the bowl, hold your bowl 
gouge with the handle down and the 
bevel rubbing to take light cuts (Photo 
2). Work from the base of the bowl 
toward the rim for the best cut (for 
a sidegrain bowl). At this point, you 
may want to do some shear-scraping 
to smooth out any ridges left by your 
bowl gouge (Photo 3). This will reduce 
the amount of sanding required, 
which you should do now, before 
remounting the bowl in the chuck.

True up the tenon (Photo 4), then 
remount the bowl in a four-jaw chuck.

Using a bowl gouge, true up the 
inside of the bowl. Remember to leave 
enough thickness in the walls to house 
the glass pieces. Sand the inside of the 
bowl completely.

Remove rim, create 
portholes
With a freshly sharpened thin parting 
tool, begin to cut about 3/8" (10mm) off 
the rim (Photo 5). Cut straight across 
(perpendicular to the lathe bed). Pencil 
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marks across the cut line will help match 
up the grain when you reattach the rim 
later (Photo 6). Use a medium lathe speed 
and lightly hold the rim as you cut, so 
you can catch it as it separates from the 
body of the bowl (Photo 7). Work care-
fully to ensure the rim separates cleanly, 
without tearing or cracking. You are 
now ready to lay out and drill your holes 
for the stained glass.

Scribe a pencil line 1" (25mm) 
from the rim, all the way around the 
bowl (Photo 8). This line represents 
the center of the drilled portholes, 
leaving 3/8" of solid wood to the edge.

Determine the number of holes 
to drill and the spacing between 
them. Lay out the hole centers. In 

4

True up the out-of-round tenon so it will 
sit squarely in the chuck jaws. If you have 
straight-walled chuck jaws, make a sharp, 
square corner at the bottom of the tenon. 
If your chuck requires a dovetail tenon, 
then make that shape instead.

True up tenon for remounting

7
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After beginning the rim parting cut, the 
author draws reference lines across the 
cut. This will aid in re-aligning the rim 
later, when it is glued back on. Carefully 
part off the rim without damaging it.

Part off bowl rim
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Lay out the drilling locations for the portholes, spaced evenly around the bowl.

Lay out portholes

1

2

3
The author remounts a rough-turned, 
air-dried bowl so it can be trued 
up using bevel-rubbing and shear-
scraping cuts.

True up rough- 
turned bowl

this example, the circumference of 
the bowl measured 40" (102cm), so 
I placed the centers of the sixteen 
holes 21/2" (6cm) apart, leaving 11/4" 
between holes (Photo 9). You may 

find it easier to use the index on your 
lathe (or an indexing wheel) to locate 
evenly spaced hole centers.

To drill the holes in the side of 
the bowl, I used my drill press with 
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in from the rim (Photo 11). I find it 
best to make the cut all the way down 
and then come back and widen it as 
needed. As the tool enters the cut-out 
circles, stop and make sure you are 
aiming correctly to stay in the center 
of the wall thickness. You will need 
to cut to about 1/8" below the circles to 
hide the bottom edge of the glass.

Check the fit of the stained glass in 
the slot (Photo 12). In order to cover 
the 11/4"-diameter holes, the glass 
pieces were cut 11/2" (38mm) square. 
The glass should fit snugly, without 
sloppiness or requiring undue force 
to be inserted all the way into the 
slot. If you need to widen the slot 
slightly, resharpen your tool and pare 
the edge of the slot as needed. Check 
the fit of the glass in several places 
around the bowl.

Now is a good time to sand the 
inside of each hole to remove any 
drilling marks or frayed edges. I used 
a small-diameter sanding drum on a 
flexible-shaft rotary device to sand 
with 320-grit abrasive (Photo 13). By 
tilting the sanding drum, you can 
also lightly chamfer the inside and 
outside edges of the holes. If you 
don’t have this equipment, you can 
also sand the holes by hand.

Once you have installed the glass, 
it will be difficult to finish the wood 
surfaces inside the holes. So take this 
opportunity to pre-finish the holes 
using the same finish you plan to use 
on the bowl.

Install glass, reattach rim
After the finish is dry, it is time to 
install the glass squares. With the 
bowl upright on a table, slide all the 
glass pieces into place (Photo 14), 
centering each one in its hole. Ensure 
the edges of the glass are not visible 
from the holes.

To prevent the glass pieces from 
shifting in the groove, I applied a bead 
of thick CA (cyanoacrylate) glue on the 
top edge of each glass piece (Photo 15). 

I use a 11/4" hole saw with much 
better results.

After all the portholes are drilled, 
remount the bowl on the lathe and 
ensure it is running true. Now it is 
time to cut a deep slot from the bowl 
rim through the holes. Using a freshly 
sharpened parting tool and a fairly 
high (but safe) lathe speed, slowly part 
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Slide the glass squares into the groove 
from above and secure them using a 
bead of thick CA or silicone glue.

Prior to gluing in the glass pieces, sand 
the inside of the holes.

Assemble glass in 
portholes
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A shopmade cradle clamped to the drill 
press table supports the bowl during 
drilling. The drill press table is tilted 
at an angle such that the holes will be 
perpendicular to the sides of the bowl. 
A hole saw produces good results.

Drill portholes

Form groove,  
test-fit glass
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Carefully part in from the rim all the 
way through the drilled holes. Test the 
fit of the stained glass and adjust the 
groove as needed.

a temporary cradle to support the 
bowl (Photo 10). Leaving the chuck 
attached to the tenon while drilling 
ensures the bowl will run true  
when it is remounted on the lathe.  
I originally tried Forstner bits to drill 
the portholes but had problems with 
the bit “breaking out” and damaging 
the wood inside the bowl. Now  
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A silicone adhesive would also work 
fine. Take care not to get any glue on 
the top edge of the bowl, where the 
rim will be reattached. Allow the glass 
adhesive to dry thoroughly.

Before reattaching the rim to the 
bowl, confirm that each glass tile 
is firmly glued in place. Coat the 
mating surfaces of the rim using 
wood glue, and align the rim on the 
bowl using the pencil marks you had 
drawn earlier. I used small pieces 
of masking tape to hold the rim in 
place while I remounted the bowl 
on the lathe. I then applied clamp-
ing pressure using the tailstock and 
a flat board pressed against the rim 
(Photos 16, 17). Allow the glue to  
dry overnight.

Remove the clamping board and 
sand the glue joint flush (Photo 18).

Final steps
The final turning step is to reverse-
mount the bowl so you can remove 
the tenon and form a foot. Use a small 
spindle gouge to remove as much of 
the remaining wood as possible next 
to the live center (Photo 19) and form 
a concave foot so the bowl will sit flat 
on a table surface.

A small nub of wood will remain 
where the live center was holding the 
bowl in place. To safely remove this 
waste wood, place the bowl upside 
down on your workbench and use a 

small, flexible saw to cut it off. A thin 
piece of cardboard under the saw pre-
vents any scarring of the wood (Photo 
20). Then hand-sand the foot in the 
direction of the grain.

Finish the bowl using your choice 
of finish. On this bowl, I used a 
wipe-on antique oil finish, then 
buffed and waxed the piece to its 
final sheen. 

Wes Jones has been a lifelong woodturner and 
woodworker. Living in Lawrenceville, Georgia, 
he is a member of three woodturning clubs in 
the Atlanta area. He has served as president 
of both the Chattahoochee Woodturners and 
Georgia Association of Woodturners, and 
many other officer positions. Wes has taught 
and demonstrated woodturning and has 
published more than a dozen articles on the 
subject. For more, visit wesjoneswoodturner.
com, or contact him at wwjones@comcast.net.
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With the bowl reverse-mounted, turn away 
the tenon and complete the foot.

A small saw is used to cut away the 
remaining waste wood.

Complete the foot

16 17 18
Wood glue is used to reattach the rim to the bowl. The lathe tailstock acts as a handy clamp. The author uses an electric drill with a small 

sanding disk to sand the glue joint flush.

Reattach bowl rim

Untitled Porthole Bowl, 2020, 
Bigleaf maple burl, walnut, 
stained glass, 4" × 131/2"  
(10cm × 34cm)

Here, walnut is used as a 
contrasting rim because the 
burl bowl blank was not thick 
enough to accommodate a 
rim being cut from it.
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