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In this month’s TIP I’ll pass along some new tips on retrofit tools.  I spend a lot of time 
teaching people how to use retrofit drill bits so I want to pass along the results of recent 
testing I did on larger bits.  I also have a great little tip on restoring fiberglass rods!

Comparing Them Bits
As I often teach in my retrofit class, about the most important thing you can know as a 
skilled retrofitter (after proper planning), is what drill bit to use for a particular job.  In gen-
eral, if you need to drill a hole less than ½” in diameter, the best drill is a standard twist-bit-
on-a-stick.  For holes over ½” up through 1”, the best bit is a self-feeding auger.  You need 
the extra pulling power of the self-feed screw tip for two important reasons:  1) to get the bit 
started easily, and 2) to keep the bit chipping away without you having to push too hard. [At 
½” it’s a toss-up—the ½” twist is hard to start but will go through nails]

The problem has been that up to about the middle of last year, the only auger bit available 
on a long shaft was the “electricians” D’versiBIT® auger bit sold by Greenlee (see photo).  
This is an odd bit, unlike anything I’ve ever seen available as a regular bit.   Unlike regular 
auger bits, it doesn’t have an outer spur cutting edge (more on this shortly), and the ¾” ver-
sion is only available with a ¼” diameter shaft—too stiff for many applications.   But thanks 
in part to my persistent prodding, both BES Manufacturing and Labor Saving Devices 
(LSD) now manufacture an Irwin regular auger bit (not a ship’s auger) in various diameters 
on ¼ and 3/16” shafts.   

I’ve done a lot of testing on these and a couple of new auger bits and thought you would be 
interested in the results.  The new bits are the RIDGID ship auger bit with only one turn of 
the tapered flute, and the Irwin SPEEDBOR three spur short auger bit.  Both come in ½”, 5/
16”, ¾” and 1” diameters.  I attached these bits to a shaft extension with a 5/16” hole to test 
them in typical retrofit applications.

The photo below shows the three different bits for comparison:  the Greenlee auger bit,  
one of the BES Manufacturing auger bits, the RIDGED auger, and the Irwin SPEEDBOR.   
All are ¾” diameter.  



I tested the bits using an average drilling task:  drilling up through a double 2X4  top plate 
from an outlet size opening below using a Milwaukee 7 Amp. electric drill.  The results of 
the test are admittedly subjective, based on my experience with many other bits drilling 
through a lot of different materials. 

BIT Starting Force Drilling Force Exit Force Removal
difficulty

Greenlee high medium high low

BES Auger low low medium medium

RIDGED Auger high high medium lowest

Irwin SPEEDBOR low low medium low

Starting force - the amount of pushing force needed to start the self-feed tip.
Drilling force - the amount of pushing force needed to keep the bit moving (without strip-
ping the self-feed tip)
Exit force - amount of pushing force needed to complete the hole and push the bit out the 
hole.
Removal difficulty - how hard it is to pull the bit back through the hole.



What’s Happening
A “regular” auger bit has five parts that allow it to make a hole quickly.  The self-feed screw 

tip, the spur cutting edge(s), the 
chipping blade, and the bit land and 
flute.  The self-feeding tip starts the 
bit in the wood and helps pull the bit 
through the wood.  The spur cutting 
edge cuts an outline of the hole and 
helps the bit stay straight in the hole 
allowing the chipping blade to chip 
out and remove the wood.   The 
lands keep the bit straight as it 
bores through the hole. The flutes 
are ground behind the lands to fun-
nel chips to the inside of the bit and 
out the hole.  At least that’s what’s 
supposed to happen,   

In order to work correctly, the self-feeding tip must be sharp and easy to start, long enough 
to provide adequate pull, and treaded right down to the chipping blade.  You still need to 
push the bit to keep it going and keep the self-feeding tip from stripping it’s threads.  When 
that happens, you have to push hard on the bit to restart the screw threads or remove the 
bit and start a new hole.  The spur cutting edges and the chipping blade must be sharp or 
it’s hopeless to push the darn thing through.

The Greenlee Bit
Instead of being machined from a steel rod, this bit looks like it was twisted from a flat piece 
of steel.   It has small lands and a big flute.  The self-feeding screw tip is big enough but it’s 
rather blunt and hard to get started.  It doesn’t have spur cutting edges, therefore you have 
to push hard on the bit to chip away the wood and it tends to bind up when chipping out the 
last ⅛” of wood.  Good thing it comes on ¼” shafts.  If you need to drill up a wall from an 
outlet near the floor (less than 2’ up from the floor), this bit won’t work.  It doesn’t bend 
enough.  You need the more flexible 3/16” shaft.  But because of its small lands, it has 
much less friction in the hole that a regular auger bit, making it easier to remove from the 
hole. 

The BES Auger Bit
This auger bit is by far the easier bit to use.  It starts easy and because the spur edge 
scribes the circumference of the hole before it chips, it requires minimum force to drill, mak-
ing it practical to use on a 3/16” shaft (up to ¾” bit diameter).  Hole exit force requires a little 
extra push.  However, due to the large surface area of the bit lands, it is the hardest to pull 
back through the hole.  

RIDGED Auger
The RIDGED bit has an end like a regular ships auger, but the flute only has one “turn”.  
This bit looked like it would be as good as the regular auger bit without the extra friction of a 
long bit land.  Unfortunately, its faults outweigh its benefits.  It was actually more difficult to 
start than the Greenlee bit and required about the same force to keep it drilling.  The only 



advantage was the ease of pulling it back through the hole.   Although I didn’t test it, if you 
are using it to drill down, it will probably not self clear chips from a deep hole.

Irwin SPEEDBOR
The SPEEDBOR is a relatively new bit from Irwin and it’s a real wood eating machine!.  It 
has three cutting spurs and chipping blades.  It looks like a bit the Martians in “War of the 
Worlds” would build!  It has small lands and big flutes and is relatively short for it’s diameter.    
As you might expect, this bit performed very well.  It has a very sharp self-feeding tip and 
was very easy to start.  Once it starts cutting, it requires almost no force to keep it going.  It 
does require an extra push to clear the hole on the other side.   It required about the same 
force to remove it as the Greenlee bit.    One nice thing about the bit is that the shaft is only 
¼” diameter, allowing it to fit in many different shaft extensions.  

TR Recommendation
It’s a tie between the regular “auger-on-a-shaft” and the SPEEDBOR.  For holes from ½” up 
to 1”, both bits are easy to use.  The advantage of the regular auger bits from BES and 
LSD is that they are already welded to 4’ and 6’ shafts.  The SPEEDBOR bits require a 
shaft extension.   Both bits ½” up to ¾” can be used with a 3/16” shaft.  Anything larger may 
require a ¼” shaft.   You might be able to use the 1” SPEEDBOR on a 3/16” shaft.  I didn’t 
get a chance to try it.

ANOTHER TIP

Restoring Your Fiberglass Push-Rods
Here is a great tip passed along to me by Bill Bergman, founder of BES Manufacturing.  If 
you’ve been in the retrofit business for more than a few years, you remember the pain and 
suffering incurred by splinters in the hand from fiberglass push-rods that had been bent a 
lot (or stepped on or run over).  They hurt!  Now-a-days fiberglass rods have an outer plas-
tic coating to prevent the fiberglass from splintering.  But many of us still have a bunch of 
the old rods.  Instead of throwing them away, you can coat them yourself!
Simply get a small can of polyurethane from the hardware store—the kind used to put a 
hard finish coat on furniture.  Dip a small rag in the polyurethane (using gloves!) and apply 
a coating to the fiberglass rod.   Set it out to dry suspended by the tips only and you’ve got 
a splinter-proof new rod.  Cool.

If you have any questions, comments, or other tips about anything in the newsletter, drop 
me an e-mail at grayson@trainingdept.com

NEXT MONTH
The May TIP will be an update on the use of the iPod as a signal generator. 

Catch you next month….Grayson


