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January 21, 2 - 4 p.m. 
January Guild Meeting  

Great Road Craft Guild, Elliston 

 

February 18, 2 - 4 p.m. 
February Guild Meeting 

Great Road Craft Guild, Elliston 

 

 

 

Coming Events 

Disclaimer 
 

Blacksmithing is a lot of fun, but comes 
with inherent dangers. All members,  
demonstrators, and guests are responsible 
for using appropriate safety equipment and 
for using safe working methods. Minors 
must be accompanied by a parent or  
responsible adult. 

The Southwest Virginia Blacksmith Guild, 
its officers, members, demonstrators, 
guests, hosts, writers, and the editor  
disclaim responsibility for any damages,  
injuries, or destruction of property as a  
result of the use of any information  
published in this newsletter or demonstrated 
at workshops, meetings, or conferences. 

Every effort is made to insure the accuracy 
and the safety of information provided, but 
the use of any material is solely at the user’s 
own risk. 

Attendees at organization functions and 
classes consent to the use of their images in 
publications, social media and web pages of 
the Southwest Virginia Blacksmith Guild. 

Unless otherwise noted, all content is  
available for use by nonprofit blacksmithing 
and metalsmithing groups, provided the 
source is cited.   

On the Cover  
Edgar A. Long in shop building. Student Industries: 
Blacksmithing 

Christiansburg Institute c. 1901 
Christiansburg Institute Alumni collection 

 

John Paul Phillips Wall Sconce 
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The Christiansburg Industrial Institute 
traces its history to 1866, when Capt. 
Charles Schaeffer, a Union soldier, began 
teaching former slaves on behalf of the 
Freedmen’s Bureau.  The school had 
grown to include 200 students by 1870, 
when the Freedmen’s Bureau stopped 
supporting the school, and the Friends’ 
Freedmen’s Association, a Quaker group, 
stepped up to help fund it.  Capt. 
Schaeffer retired in 1880, turning control 
of the school over to its completely  
African American staff. 

In  1896, Booker T. Washington became 
superintendent of the Christiansburg  
Institute.  Under his direction, the school 
expanded following the example of  
Washington’s Tuskegee Institute.   
Enrolling 400 students per year,  
Christiansburg combined classical  
instruction with vocational training,  
including programs in blacksmithing,  
agriculture, animal husbandry, gardening, 
carpentry, shoemaking, sewing, printing, 
millinery and cooking.   

In the 1940s, ownership of the school 
transferred to the Montgomery County, 
Radford and Pulaski County school  

districts.  The Institute served as the  
African American high school until 1966, 
when schools in Virginia were integrated.  
Many of the Institute’s buildings have 
been demolished, though the Edgar Long 
building, named for a prominent early 
principal of the school (shown in the 
school’s forge on the cover of this news-
letter,) still stands.  Efforts are under way 
to restore the Long building and reopen it 
as a museum. 

The Christiansburg Industrial Institute 

Christiansburg Industrial Institute Forge 

Blacksmith Shop at the Tuskegee Institute.  Under the 
direction of Booker T. Washington, and Edgar Long, 
the Christiansburg Industrial Institute began a  
program of education similar to Tuskegee’s, combin-
ing classical instruction with vocational training. 



One of the most basic processes in  
blacksmithing is to punch a hole and then use 
a drift, or a series of drifts, to render the final 
shape and dimensions of the hole. An  
example is making the eye of an adze. The 
eye needs to be tapered so a wooden handle 
can be attached to the adze and stay on while 
the adze is in use.  The tapered eye is largest 
at the bottom of the adze; the handle slides in 
from the bottom and its end is tapered to 
match the taper of the adze eye. An elegant 
feature of this design is that the handle can be 
easily knocked out whenever the adze needs  
sharpening. 

An adze eye is generally tapered on two 
dimensions and a drift is the perfect tool to 
establish the correct tapers. Terry Sheridan 
regularly forges adzes, and this article shows 
how he goes about making a tapered drift that 
can be used to make an adze eye (Fig.1). For 
this drift, Terry begins with a piece of 1 x 2 x 
6¾ inch mild steel bar stock. The finished 
drift is 13 inches long overall, with an 8 inch  
octagonal handle, and measures ¾ x 1¼  
inches at the tip. Tapers are generally  
expressed as a change in thickness or width 
over 12 inches, e.g. a ½ inch increase over 
twelve inches. Terry has measured numerous 
adze eye tapers, and has found the tapers to 
be fairly consistent at ¾ inch over 12 inches 
on the narrow side and 1¼ inches over 12 
inches on the wide side. This makes it easy to 
interchange handles if necessary. Once you 
know the tapers that are needed for each side, 
you can easily make a template for a tapered 
drift (Fig. 2). 

A good-sized handle greatly improves the  
usefulness of a drift. Not only does it make it 
easier to hold as you pound the drift into a 
hot piece of steel, a handle makes it possible 
to use the drift for holding an adze head as 
you shape the outside of the eye. Terry forges 

the handle first, using a spring fuller with his  
power hammer to begin necking down the 
bar (Figs. 3 & 4). The power hammer can 
quickly reduce the cross-section of the bar 
first to a square (Figs. 5 & 6) and then to an 
octagon (Fig. 7). 

Terry also uses the power hammer to forge 
the tapers (Fig. 8) and frequently checks the 
developing drift against the chalk templates 
(Fig. 9). With auxiliary dies, he can smooth 

Making a Rectangular Tapered Drift with Terry Sheridan 

By Joe Cebek 

Figure 1. A finished drift and a piece of flat bar 
stock for making another. Note that the bar stock has 
a short piece of 1 inch round stock welded on to 
make it easier to handle the flat bar during forging. 
The extension can be cut off when no longer needed. 

Figure 2. Terry uses chalk to sketch the tapers for the 
wide and narrow sides of the drift on a scrap sheet of 
steel. 



The surfaces very close to finished  
dimensions (Figs. 10 & 11). A few minutes is 
all it takes on the belt grinder (Fig. 12), and 
he’s done. 

Figure 3. Using a spring fuller with a power hammer 
to mark off where the handle begins, at roughly mid-
way on the bar. 

Figure 4. The spring fuller is also used to indent the 
steel near the end of the developing handle. Indent-
ing at this point prevents a “bird’s mouth” from 
forming on the handle’s end as the bar is reduced in 
thickness. 

Figure 5. Terry uses the power hammer to quickly 
thin the bar for the handle. 

Figure 6. The handle is first forged to a square cross-
section. 



Figure 7. The handle is next forged to an octagon 
cross-section. 

Figure 10. Using a hand-held auxiliary die with the 
power hammer. 

Figure 8. With the handle finished, Terry begins to 
forge the tapers. 

Figure 11. The auxiliary die allows Terry to refine the 
drift’s surface. 

Figure 9. During forging, the developing taper is  
regularly compared to the template. 

Figure 12. Terry does a final touch-up of the drift on 
a belt grinder. 

Reprinted from the Spring 2017 Iron Trillium 
www.ontarioblacksmiths.ca 



Originally published NWBA Hot Iron News 2010-1.  Reprinted from the 2016-4 issue 
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Southwest Virginia 
Blacksmith Guild 

swvabg@gmail.com 

Find us on  

Facebook! 

The Southwest Virginia Blacksmith Guild is an ABANA Affiliate 
serving smiths in Roanoke, Bedford, Blacksburg, Christiansburg and 
the rest of southwestern Virginia.  We meet on the 3rd Sunday of each 
month, usually from 2 - 4 pm.  Meetings are held at either 

Great Road Craft Guild 
1812 Big Spring Dr. 
Elliston, VA  24087 

Or 

Historic Smithfield Plantation 
1000 Smithfield Plantation Rd. 
Blacksburg, VA  24060 
(completely surrounded by the Virginia Tech campus) 
 

Unless otherwise noted, all meetings are free and open to the public.  
Guild memberships are available; dues are $5 per year.  See a guild 
officer for more information. 

Marketplace 

Fort Vause Outfitters 
Anvils & Swages 
fortvauseoutfitters.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have something to sell or trade?  List it here!  Just let an officer know. 

Blacksmithsupply.com 

YESTERYEAR FORGE 
www.yesteryearforge.com 


