by Robert Gulley

Lathe Basics and Purchasing Considerations

In the last issue,. we discussed the different parts of the
lathe and how each parl works in conjunction with the
whole, In 1his lssue, we will discuss some of the varicus
lypas of lothes and offer some ideas and considerations

when purchasing o kathe:

WHAT LATHES DO REALLY WELL

The most nolaoble differences between lathes are vario

fions in size, weigh!., power, and caonvenlence feaftures.
Yirtually all lathes do ane thing really well—they spin
chunks of wood af varying speeds with great consistency.,

about a lathe = designed [or marketed as
& your turning expenence a more pleosant

Everyihing &

suchl) 1o mc

] aciurers, and it 15 easy 1o-gel Cough! up in
he adverising nype cancerning their particular proguct.
some features are more weful fhan others, so if a lathe
hos featuras you are not ikely fo use, vou are probably
paying for more lathe than you need,

| should also mention that there 15 no one lofthe thot
can do averything egually wall, Manulaciurers have goals
i mind when thay design a particular lathe, and so there
ara Varying aesigns [or laines aven among e same Com-
pany. If his s your first lothe purchase, den't womy about
moking a mistake—almaost every lathe on the morket can
gosily o all the: projects you are ikely to attempt as a
Baginner, Many peopla ind thear first lathe |5 the onty lathe
hay will evar nead, but dan'l be surprised I, down the
reod, you decide you want a bigoer, more powerful lathe
ora iothe gearad more 1o your specific fuming needs, |
om on my third lathe (having fraded in the first two), and |
Bought a mini-iathie 1o use as a fraveling lathe. (Okay, I'm
abitof g tuming fanafic, | knowl)

SO MANY LATHES, SO LITTLE TIME

tomes came in fhree main szes, with subgroups in each
category. For my purposes here, | will stick to the main divi
sions of mini- for midi-) lothe, mid-sized fathes, and large
athas,

Minklathes are usially tabletop’ lathes: meaaning they
nead 1o De supparfed Dy aither o fobie or a speacial stang
[fe8a Flg. 1). Thase athes are lighter in weight than the
gifier wo types, and thay are more edsily moved around
fhe shop or loken on vacation ["Yes, honey, I'm bringing

the lathe—no. it won't take up that much rooem..."], A
mini/midi-lathe can wsually turn up to a 10" to 12° diameater
bowl or a spindle 12" in length or longer. If o bed axlansion
s attached. Thesa lathes are generally powered by a 1/2
hp motor, and they do o surprisingly good job-at many
tasks: Don't underestimate thelr uselulness jus! because
they are called mini; there's nothing litte about the cailiber
of work they caon producel

mMany people use mini-lathes for penturning, spindle
work {chair legs. candlesticks, goblels, etc.). and smaller
(107 ar less) bowls, I you think about i, a 10" bowl is not
exactly smalll With the extension aftached, you can aven
turn a boseball bat, waolking stick. or a set of bedposts
With the extension attached, you can end up with the
same length capacity as many ol the larger lathes, bul
you pay o ot less, Sometimes |ess really is maorel

| often encourage newcomers to start at this laval
because | don't believe you cange wrong. Even il you do
avenluolly decide you woni a larger lathe, a mini-lathe wil
always be usaful, Though | can turn pans on my lorge,
A00+ b, lathe, it really is easier to turn them on my min
athes,

MID-SIZED LATHES
Mid-sized lathes [see Fig. 2] are lorger—as you might have
guessed—with more power, bed length, and someafimeas

Mini-lathes are good first-tfime lathes
for size, price, and convenlence.

Woodturning Design Spring 2010 = 67




A mid-slzed lothe may be preferred
over a larger lathe at net much
additional cost. (Photo by Bill Blasic)
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WHAT T0 BUY, WHAT TO BUY?

Budgei constraints will probobly be the biggest detarmin-
ing factor in your lathe purchase. The larger the lathe, the
mare It will cost—especially considaring the price of sheel
these days! You need to decide whal your budgal will
allow in terms of size, and then defermine the fealures you
wontl. For many paaple. a mini-iathe 5 all_they will ever
need, and because the cost of these lathes s relatively
iow, they can spend more on tools and accassores four
their shop. Keep in mind that the cost of the lathe s proba
Bly the cheapest part of waadturning. Over the yeors, you
Wil spend much more on fools and accessanas than you
will hove spent an the lathal

If vou know from the start that you want o turn larger,
heavier pieces of wood, then a mid-size or largar lathe is
probably appropnate. You can ahwoys oo srnaller work on
a large lathe. but nat vice versa. Unlike the <rr'-(:|i!:'~' lathes
there is o wide range of feature differences between the
mid-size and larger lathes. Some af these fealures Include
vanable-speed capability (both manual and electronic)
[sea Fig. 4); shding/rotating headstocks designed to make
7 and hollowing easier: angle-iron vi. casl-son
leqs; additional weight within each class of lathe; o num
hear of bell/pulley combinations, thus aftecting speed
ranges; accessores that con be added to the lathe, and
otrer useful features depending on the manulacturer.

To give you an idea of current prices for lathes. a mini-
iathe will run yvou anywhere rom $250 1o 3350 for the basic
unit. more if you add o bed extension. A mid-sized lothe
«ill cost anvwhere from 3800 to $2500 depending on fea-
tures, and a large lathe can top out at $4000 or morel

bewl turnime

This large lathe welghs in al a helly 850 Ibsl
All that weight means turning is rock steady, and
the 3 hp motor will indeed turn very lorge chunks ol
wood! In addition to the 24" throw and the 24" length
bed, an extenslan can be added fo the lathe lo fumn
it into a shori-bed bowl lathe. The 17" extension
accepls the tool rest/banjo from the lathe and
other accessarles—a really nice addition,
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Here is a close-up of the headstock and lathe
controls. Note how the headstock Is able o be moved
along the bed of the lathe. By posiioning It along the
bed as needed, you can make a short-bed lathe,
spindle lathe, and anything in between!

TURNING ON A BUDGET
Now, beforé you put your heod In your hands and 9o run-
ining for the hills, you can furn wood on o budget, and con
i so quite nicely, Lothes can be purchased used through
numerous aullets, including yard soles. estate sales, and
lguction sarvices, Ty to have somaong wno 1§ knowledge-
pbla about lathes give you a hand, because you don't
wont to and frash. Good deals are
out there If you knc
Ity this rolte first
Another advantoge of buying a used machine is that
Ihe iess vou spend on the lgthe, tha rmore monay you will
hove available vanaus cool acCessonas
dditionally, whan buying wsed, you can offen gef more
ithe for less monay than you could have buying new. Just
femember, caveal emplor (let the buyer beware]! This
Qo holds true for all your furning needs. You can lurn on g
Bldet and not only be productive, but also have a really
good fime T:.; g advantage of those opportunities when
Nomaone decides o get oul of a hobby of scole down
Ihelr shop

WHERE T BUY LATHES

Whenever possible, | Iy o encourage paople 1o see van

0 wilh sameone alia's

v whiat to look for, so If money Is tight

far tools and

ous lathes in persan to get a feeal for how they work. Thera
are numarous woodworking stores where lothes are on dis
play, and you may be lucky encugh te ind a store thatl
holds turning classes where you can get some hands-on
experance on 1he parficular brand of lathe you are con-
sidering.

There are also many online stores that sell lathes if
thera s not a woodworking stare in your areq, Just keep in
mind. shipping costs can add significantly to the final
pricel If you are buying a mid-sized or larger lathe, you
may have lo choose between a limited number of deallv-
ery options—for exomple, some carmiers will only deliver 1o
the curb, and then it is up to you to get the lathe
unicaded and info your shop

Don't become aoverwhelmead by all the cholces agvail
able. You can't really go too far wrong regardiess of the
lathe you purchase. If In doubt, start small—a mini-lathe
can always be sold o anather beginner, or beiter yet, you
con keep It ond add more lathes to your shop as Your
infarasts growl

~ Rebert Gulley
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odjunct college professor, writer, and
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Editor's Notes on
Wie@nTURMING SAVETY

as fhe “best and only Wway" 1o

nacamary precautions fo eliminate nuisonca

gperanon

There are a3 mony different ways to turn as there are turners. Technigques
presented by individual authors represent those methods that waork best for
them, Woodfuming Design magazing doas
complete any specific lurning fosk and will siive 1o offer different’ alternalives, You
thauld alweys choose the mathod that yvou feel comforiable with, the one that works for you, and the one thal & safe

Woadturming can be o dangerous activily. Always wear the proper eye and ear piatection. and toke the
dust. Read and understand the manuals that come with your toals. and
naver use-a fool in a way that endangers you or anyone araund you. |f you are nol comiorable performing any
+ technigue prasenfed in Woodiuming Design, DON'TI

noal cartify any parficular method
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