How To Use English Wheel

How to use an English wheel effectively requires understanding its components, techniques, and
applications. This metalworking tool is primarily used for shaping and smoothing sheet metal,
making it invaluable in automotive restoration, custom fabrication, and artistic metalworking. In this
article, we will explore the parts of the English wheel, the setup process, and the techniques needed
to master its use.

Understanding the English Wheel

The English wheel consists of two primary rollers: a large, stationary wheel and a smaller, adjustable
wheel. The process of shaping metal involves passing a sheet of metal between these two wheels,
applying pressure to create curves and contours.

Components of an English Wheel

Before diving into the usage of the English wheel, it's essential to familiarize yourself with its
components:

1. Frame: The frame provides the support and stability necessary for the operation of the wheel.



2. Upper Wheel: This is the larger, fixed wheel that shapes the metal. Its diameter and curvature
significantly impact the shaping process.

3. Lower Wheel: The smaller, movable wheel that the user can adjust to create different shapes and
contours.

4. Anvil: The flat surface where the metal is placed before it’s shaped by the wheels.

5. Adjustable Arm: This allows you to change the pressure applied to the metal and the angle
between the wheels.

6. Foot Pedal: Some English wheels come with a foot pedal that helps operate the lower wheel,
providing hands-free control.

Setting Up the English Wheel

Proper setup is crucial for efficient operation. Follow these steps to ensure your English wheel is
ready for use:

1. Choose the Right Workspace

- Find a flat, stable surface to place your English wheel.
- Ensure adequate lighting and ventilation, especially if you are working with materials that produce
fumes.

2. Adjust the Wheels

- Start by adjusting the lower wheel's height. The height should allow for easy access while
maintaining a comfortable working position.

- Set the distance between the upper and lower wheels according to the thickness of the metal sheet
you are working with. A good rule of thumb is to start with a gap just slightly larger than the
material.

3. Select the Right Upper Wheel

- The upper wheel comes in various profiles. Choose one that suits the contour you wish to
create—steeper profiles for tighter curves and flatter profiles for broader shapes.

Preparing Your Metal

Before using the English wheel, prepare the metal sheet properly.



1. Choose the Right Material

- Common materials for metal shaping include aluminum, mild steel, and stainless steel. Each
material has unique properties that affect how it behaves during the shaping process.

2. Cut the Sheet Metal

- Use shears or plasma cutters to cut your metal sheet to the desired dimensions. Ensure the edges
are clean and free from burrs, which can interfere with the shaping process.

3. Clean the Surface

- Remove any grease, oil, or contaminants from the metal. A clean surface ensures better adherence
and reduces the risk of defects during shaping.

Using the English Wheel

Now that the setup is complete and the metal is prepared, it’s time to start shaping. Follow these
steps to use the English wheel effectively:

1. Positioning the Metal

- Place the metal sheet flat against the anvil. Make sure it is aligned with the center of the upper
wheel.
- If necessary, use clamps to secure the metal in place, preventing it from moving while you work.

2. Adjusting the Pressure

- Begin by applying light pressure to the upper wheel. Gradually increase the pressure as needed,
depending on the desired contour.
- Keep in mind that excessive pressure can lead to distortion or damage to the metal.

3. Rolling Technique

- Start rolling the metal through the wheels. Use a steady, even motion, moving the sheet back and
forth or side to side.

- Focus on specific areas where you want to create curves. For tighter curves, you might need to
increase the pressure and reduce the speed.



- If you're looking to create a gentle curve, a lighter touch with more movement is advisable.

4. Checking Progress

- Periodically stop to check your work. Adjust the pressure and angle as needed to achieve the
desired shape.
- Use tools such as calipers or a straight edge to measure the curve and ensure accuracy.

5. Finishing Touches

- Once you have achieved the desired shape, you can use additional tools, such as sanders or
grinders, to refine the edges and surface finish.
- Consider applying a protective coating to prevent rust if working with metals prone to corrosion.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

While using the English wheel can be intuitive, there are common pitfalls that beginners often
encounter:

e Using Too Much Pressure: Applying excessive pressure can lead to kinks or deformities in
the metal. Start light and gradually increase as needed.

e Inconsistent Speed: Maintaining a steady speed while rolling is crucial. Uneven speed can
result in uneven curves.

e Neglecting Material Properties: Different metals behave differently. Familiarize yourself
with the material’s characteristics to avoid mishaps.

e Improper Setup: Ensure the wheels are correctly aligned and adjusted for the thickness of
the metal being used.

Advanced Techniques

Once you have mastered the basics of using an English wheel, there are advanced techniques you
can explore:

1. Tapering



- Tapering involves changing the curvature of the metal gradually. Adjust the lower wheel’s height
as you work to create a tapering effect.

2. Creating Complex Shapes

- By combining the English wheel with other tools such as a planishing hammer or a
shrinker/stretcher, you can create more intricate shapes and designs.

3. Experimenting with Different Materials

- Try using different metals, such as copper or brass, to expand your skill set and discover new
techniques.

Conclusion

Learning how to use an English wheel is an invaluable skill for anyone interested in metalworking.
By understanding its components, properly setting it up, and mastering the techniques involved, you
can create beautiful, complex shapes in sheet metal. Remember to take your time, practice
regularly, and explore advanced techniques as you become more comfortable with the tool. With
patience and dedication, you can harness the full potential of the English wheel in your
metalworking projects.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is an English wheel and how is it used in metalworking?

An English wheel is a tool used for shaping metal sheets through a process called 'stretching.' It
consists of two wheels: a large lower wheel and a smaller upper wheel. The metal sheet is placed
between the wheels, and as the upper wheel is rolled over the sheet, it stretches and forms curves.

What materials can be shaped using an English wheel?

An English wheel can be used on various materials, including aluminum, steel, and even some softer
metals like brass. It's particularly effective for creating smooth, compound curves in thin sheets of
metal.

What are the basic steps to start using an English wheel?

First, select the correct upper wheel for your desired curve. Then, adjust the gap between the upper
and lower wheels to fit your metal sheet. Place the sheet between the wheels and start rolling the
upper wheel while applying consistent pressure, gradually moving the metal through the tool to
shape it.



How do you maintain an English wheel for best performance?

Regular maintenance includes cleaning the wheels to remove any debris, checking for wear and
tear, and ensuring that the wheels are properly aligned. Lubricating the bearings and adjusting the
tension of the upper wheel are also important for smooth operation.

What safety precautions should be taken when using an
English wheel?

Always wear safety glasses to protect your eyes from metal shavings. Use gloves to prevent cuts and
ensure that loose clothing is secured to avoid entanglement with the moving parts of the wheel.
Additionally, keep your workspace clean and organized to reduce hazards.

Can beginners use an English wheel effectively?

Yes, beginners can use an English wheel with some practice. It's advisable to start with softer metals
and less complex shapes to develop your technique. Watching tutorials and seeking guidance from
experienced users can also help accelerate the learning process.

What common mistakes should be avoided when using an
English wheel?

Common mistakes include using too much pressure, which can create dents, or not adjusting the
wheel gap properly, leading to ineffective shaping. Additionally, rushing through the process can
result in uneven curves, so it's important to take your time and make gradual adjustments.

What are some advanced techniques for using an English
wheel?

Advanced techniques include using different upper wheel profiles to create specific shapes,
mastering the art of planishing for smoothing out surfaces, and combining the English wheel with
other tools like hammers and dollies to achieve complex designs and finishes.
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Master the art of metal shaping with our guide on how to use an English wheel. Discover tips and
techniques to enhance your skills. Learn more today!
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