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How To Use A Hand
Plane

THE DEFINITIVE GUIDE ON HOW
TO USE A HAND PLANE FOR
WOODWORKERS OF ALL LEVELS

There is a quiet satisfaction in running a
well-tuned hand plane across a board
and watching a translucent ribbon of
wood curl up through the mouth. For
centuries, the hand plane was the
cornerstone of fine woodworking, and
despite the rise of power tools, it
remains an indispensable tool for anyone

serious about crafting wood. Learning
how to use a hand plane is not just about
flattening a board; it is about gaining a
deeper understanding of wood grain,
surface finish, and the subtle control that
only hand tools can provide. This guide
will walk you through every stage, from
understanding the anatomy of the plane
to mastering advanced planing
techniques, ensuring you can achieve
glass-smooth surfaces and perfect
joinery with confidence.

UNDERSTANDING THE ANATOMY
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OF A HAND PLANE

Before you can effectively use a hand
plane, you must understand its
components. Every part works together
to control the depth and quality of the
cut

Key Parts of a
Bench Plane

The sole is the flat bottom of the plane
that rides on the wood. The mouth is
the opening in the sole through which
the blade protrudes. The frog is the
adjustable assembly that holds the blade
assembly at the correct angle. The
blade, often called the iron, is the
hardened steel piece that does the

cutting. The chip breaker is a curved
piece of steel that sits on top of the iron
to stiffen it and break the shaving as it
curls. The lever cap holds the iron and
chip breaker against the frog. The
adjustment knob moves the frog
forward or backward, while the depth
adjustment nut controls how far the
blade protrudes below the sole. Finally,
the lateral adjustment lever tilts the
blade to ensure an even cut across its
width.

Common Types
of Hand Planes

While there are many specialized plane
types, most woodworking tasks can be
accomplished with a few standard bench
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planes. A block plane is small and
designed for one-handed use, ideal for
chamfering edges and working on end
grain. A smoothing plane, typically
around 9 to 10 inches long, is used for
final surface finishing. A jack plane,
around 14 to 15 inches, is a versatile all-
rounder excellent for rough stock
removal and flattening. A jointer plane,
22 inches or longer, is essential for
straightening long edges and flattening
large panels. Knowing how to use a hand
plane effectively starts with selecting the
right tool for the job.

PREPARING YOUR HAND PLANE
FOR USE

A sharp, properly tuned plane is a joy to
use. A dull or misadjusted plane will fight
you at every turn. The preparation phase

is non-negotiable for achieving good
results.

Sharpening the
Blade

The single most important factor in
planing wood is blade sharpness. A dull
blade will tear wood fibers rather than
slice them cleanly. Begin by honing the
blade bevel on a series of water stones
or diamond stones, progressing from
coarse to fine grit (typically 1000, 4000,
and 8000 grit). Use a honing guide to
maintain a consistent bevel angle,
usually 25 degrees for standard work.
After honing the bevel, remove the burr
by lapping the flat back of the iron on
the fine stone. A razor-sharp edge should



reflect light evenly and shave hair from
your arm with ease. Regular sharpening
is an integral part of how to use a hand
plane well.

Setting Up the
Plane Iron

Once the blade is sharp, reassemble the
plane. Seat the chip breaker tightly
against the iron with the edge of the
breaker about 1/16 inch back from the
cutting edge. Tighten the lever cap
screw. Place the assembly on the frog
and secure it with the lever cap. Adjust
the depth of cut by turning the depth
adjustment nut. For a starting pass on
rough stock, a thicker shaving is
acceptable. For finish planing, the blade

should barely protrude; you should be
able to feel a slight catch with your
fingertip when you run it over the sole.
Use the lateral adjustment lever to
ensure the blade is parallel to the sole
by sighting down the sole and gently
tapping the lever until the blade
protrudes evenly.

Flattening the
Sole

If your plane is new or has been
dropped, check the sole for flatness.
Apply a thin layer of marker or layout
dye to the sole and rub it on a piece of
float glass covered with 180-grit
sandpaper. High spots will show first.
Continue lapping until the sole has an
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even scratch pattern. A flat sole is
critical for accurate planing techniques.

BASIC HAND PLANE TECHNIQUES
AND BODY MECHANICS

How you stand, grip the plane, and apply
pressure dramatically affects the quality
of the cut. Proper body mechanics make
planing easier and more accurate.

Stance and Grip

Stand with your feet shoulder-width
apart, facing the workbench. Your front
foot should point slightly toward the
bench, and your rear foot should be
angled for stability. Hold the tote (the
rear handle) with your dominant hand,
keeping your wrist straight. Place your
other hand on the knob at the front of

the plane. Your grip should be firm but
relaxed. The motion should come from
your shoulders and core, not just your
arms. This full-body engagement is one
of the most important hand plane
techniques for consistent results.

The Planing
Stroke

Begin the stroke with downward
pressure on the front knob to keep the
plane level as it enters the wood. As the
plane moves forward and the full sole is
on the board, transfer pressure evenly
between both hands and push forward
with your body weight. As the plane
exits the wood, shift pressure to the rear
tote to prevent the nose from dipping



and creating a rounded edge at the end
of the board. Lift the plane slightly on
the return stroke to avoid dulling the
blade. Practice this rocking motion until
it becomes fluid. Mastering the stroke is
central to learning how to use a hand
plane for flat, smooth surfaces.

Reading the
Grain

Wood grain direction is critical. Planing
against the grain will cause tearout,
where the blade lifts and breaks wood
fibers rather than cutting them cleanly.
Examine the board for grain direction by
looking at the growth rings and the
direction of the surface fibers. Plane in
the direction where the grain runs uphill.

If you encounter grain reversal, which is
common in figured wood, you may need
to skew the plane or take lighter cuts.
Learning to read grain is a skill that
comes with experience and is essential
for successful planing wood.

COMMON PLANING OPERATIONS

Now that you understand the
fundamentals, let us explore specific
tasks. Each operation requires slight
adjustments in technique.

Flattening a
Board Face

To flatten a cupped or twisted board,
first check for high spots using a
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straightedge or winding sticks. Use a
jack plane with a moderately aggressive
cut. Plane diagonally across the board in
one direction, then diagonally in the
opposite direction. This cross-planing
removes material efficiently without
following the board's irregularities. After
the surface is reasonably flat, use a
jointer plane or a well-set smoothing
plane with a lighter cut, planing with the
grain, to remove the diagonal marks and
achieve a true flat surface. Checking
frequently with a straightedge ensures
you do not remove more material than
necessary. This is a fundamental
application of how to use a hand plane
for stock preparation.

Edge Jointing for
Glue-Ups

A perfectly straight edge is essential for
glue joints. Clamp the board vertically in
a vise. Use a jointer plane with a very
fine set. Start at the near end and take a
full-length shaving, maintaining even
pressure throughout the stroke. Check
the edge with a square and a
straightedge. If the edge is concave
(hollow in the middle), the plane is
taking a heavier cut at the ends. If it is
convex (high in the middle), the plane is
cutting more in the center. Adjust your
pressure distribution accordingly. A
single, continuous shaving along the
entire length of the board is the goal.



This is a precise application of planing
techniques that yields strong, invisible
joints.

Chamfering and
Breaking Edges

Sharp corners are prone to chipping and
can be uncomfortable to handle. A block
plane is perfect for breaking edges. Hold
the plane at a consistent angle, typically
45 degrees, and take light, short strokes.
A single pass with a fine cut is usually
sufficient for a subtle chamfer. For
decorative chamfers, use a marking
gauge to define the depth and plan
down to the line. The control offered by
a hand plane makes this task quick and
satisfying.

TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON
HAND PLANE PROBLEMS

Even experienced woodworkers
encounter issues. Recognizing the
symptoms and knowing the solution is
part of mastering how to use a hand
plane.

Chatter and
Chattering

If the plane vibrates and produces a
rough, chattering cut, the blade is likely
not sharp enough, or the chip breaker is
not seated tightly against the iron.
Ensure the chip breaker edge is flush
against the back of the iron without any
gap. Also check that the lever cap is
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tight. A loose frog can also cause
chatter, so ensure the frog screws are
tight.

Tearout

Tearout appears as ragged, broken
fibers on the surface, especially around
knots or reversing grain. The solution
involves multiple factors. First, sharpen
the blade to a razor edge. Second, close
the mouth of the plane by adjusting the
frog forward so the opening in front of
the blade is very narrow, supporting the
wood fibers just before they are cut.
Third, take a very light cut. Fourth, try
planing in the opposite direction or at a
slight skew (angle) to the grain.

The Plane Skips
or Stops Cutting

If the plane rides over the wood without
taking a shaving, the blade is either
retracted too far or dull. Adjust the depth
adjustment nut to advance the blade
slightly. If cutting resumes but the
shaving is thick, the cut is too deep.
Remember to check that the lateral
adjustment lever is balanced so the cut
is even across the width of the blade.

The Plane Leaves



Ridges or Steps

Ridges indicate that the blade is not
projecting evenly. The side of the blade
that is cutting deeper will leave a step.
Sight down the sole and use the lateral
adjustment lever to level the blade. If
the blade is sharp and adjusted laterally
but ridges persist, the sole of the plane
may not be flat, or the blade itself may
have a nick. Inspect the cutting edge
under magnification and re-hone if
necessary.

MAINTAINING YOUR HAND PLANE

A well-maintained plane will last for
generations. After each use, wipe the
sole and sides with a light machine oil or
paste wax to prevent rust. Rust is the
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enemy of a smooth sole. Store the plane
on its side or with the blade retracted to
protect the cutting edge. Periodically
disassemble the plane to clean out
sawdust and pitch that accumulates in
the mouth and around the frog. Check
the flatness of the sole annually and lap
if needed. Sharpen the blade frequently;
a quick touch-up on a fine stone takes
only a minute and keeps the tool
performing optimally. Consistent
maintenance makes learning how to use
a hand plane a rewarding and lifelong
skill.

ADVANCED TIPS FOR SMOOTHER
SURFACES

Once you are comfortable with basic
use, these advanced hand plane
techniques will elevate your work.

10

How To Use A Hand Plane

2025-01-09



How To Use A Hand Plane 11

Using a Shop-
Made Planing
Stop

11

A planing stop is a simple wooden or
metal stop that you clamp or fit into a
hole in your bench. The board butts
against the stop, preventing it from
sliding forward as you plane. This gives
you better control and allows you to
apply more force without the board
moving. It is one



