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1)  Starting Out: 
Check out your lathe to make sure your tail stock and tool rest banjo slide along the bed ways 
easily. If not, clean and oil the bed ways so that they move easily.  Check the tool rest for any 
nicks. If there are any nicks, this will transfer from your tool to the wood you are turning and 
possibly cause a catch. You can smooth the tool rest with a mill file. I sometimes take the rest 
to the belt sander to take out any imperfections on the tool rest. Also if you rub some paraffin 
wax over the tool rest and your turning tools will move over the rest a little easier. Also check 
your tools and make sure they are sharp. A few minutes at the grinder makes life a lot easier at 
the lathe. 
 
2) Choosing your stock for platters: 
Almost any wood will do as long as it is dry and stable, free of splits and imperfections that 
can't be corrected or detract from the end result. As a lot of platters are displayed more than 
they are used as a utility piece, the nicer the wood the nicer the platter looks on display. The 
wood should be at least 4/4 thick and of a diameter that usually exceeds plate size, but 
anything over 18 inches is usually too large to be useful. If the thickness is more than 4/4 you 
have a little more leeway as to the design of the rim or flange of the platter. 
 
3) Preparing the blank: 
I usually find the center of the blank and put a small indentation with a center punch. 
Sometimes you can work around a defect by moving this center point up down or sideways. 
Also if there are certain grain features such as crotch you might want this to be centered in the 
platter. If one side of the wood is more interesting than the other side, then make sure that it is 
not turned away, but shows up in the finished piece. 
 
Now that you have a center take your compass and draw a circle, then it’s off to the band saw 
to saw out that circle. If the wood is really nice you can save the corners for smaller items such 
as bottle stoppers, bird house ornaments, knobs, finials, etc. Waste not, want not. 
 
4) Mounting the stock or-the lathe: 
There are several ways that this can be accomplished. You can use a faceplate, glue a 
wasteblock to the stock, even double faced tape would possibly work but not recommended. 
The way I like is to use a screw chuck, which usually comes with your four jaw chuck. Take 
the diameter of the shank and drill a hole where the center point was to the depth of the screw. 
If the screw protrudes to far, you can cut out different thicknesses of wood with a hole in the 
center to go over the screw. This will prevent the screw from penetrating too deep into the 
platter material. Usually 4 threads into the stock will provide sufficient holding power. If you 
use less than 4 threads be a little careful and not too aggressive with the tools. Remember that 
the screw goes into the top of the platter and that you will be turning the bottom of the platter 
to start. 

 
 



5) Starting to turn: 
Before turning you should have a very good idea of what you want this platter to look like. I 
would possibly recommend that you draw out a cross section on paper before starting. On the 
bottom there are some things to consider. You will need a recess for the 4 jaw chuck to expand 
into when you reverse the platter. You will need to turn a finger hold in order to left the platter 
off a flat surface. The bottom could be flat or a little concave in order not to rock and roll on 
the table. I like to turn a little foot about 1/2 to 2/3 out from the center point or to the point that 
1£he platter will not be tippy. Try to make the foot in proportion to the size of the platter. A 
person 5 foot 2 looks rather odd wearing a size 16 shoe. The height of the foot is just enough 
to get the platter off the flat surface of the table usually less than V4 inch, 3/16 is pretty good. 
This gives a little detail to the bottom of the platter and a little lift to the piece. I also like to 
put a few lines in the recess where the chuck goes as this gives you a place to sign your name 
after the piece is completed. Also something a few beads lends some interest and also shows 
that you have taken some extra time and pride in what you are doing. Don't make it too busy 
as this could detract from what you want to accomplish. Sometimes less is more, especially if 
the wood is beautiful, let the wood do the talking rather than a lot of gingerbread. 
 
Once these items are taken into consideration, its time to get started.  First true up the face and 
the edge of the stock. I usually mark out the foot with a pencil and turn this first, next make 
your recess for the chuck to expand into. Take a reading of the outside diameter of the chuck 
jaws in its closed position and add a little to it so the jaws can expand into it. I like to use 
dovetail jaws as I feel it gives better holding power and you don't have to go very deep with 
your recess. Next turn your finger-hold on the flange. This can be any design you wish as long 
as you can get your fingers under the platter to left it off the table. Your turning is pretty much 
finished except for any decoration (lines or beads) you might want to add. 
 
The next step is to sand the bottom. Tool marks can sometimes be taken care of by scrapers 
held at 45 degrees and lightly drug across the piece. Go easy and use a light touch and a lot of 
sanding can be eliminated. Sand to the point that no sanding lines are visible and it is ready for 
finish 
 
6) Turning the top of the platter: 
Some things to consider for the top:  

• How wide should we make the rim? 
• Are we going to carve it, dye it, pierce it, etc? 
• What about the transition from the rim to the bottom of the platter? 
• Should the platter be absolutely flat?  

o Yes, if you will be using it to serve beverages such as wine in wine goblets. It 
can be slightly concave if if used for other items such as cookies or dinner rolls. 

 
7) The rim or flange: 
It’s usually a good idea to turn the rim first as you have the support of the mass of wood in the 
center to support the outer rim. The rim usually looks better if it is slightly tilted toward the 
center of the platter. If the wood has some stress it could move making it difficult to finish the 
rim. Once you turn the rim I would normally sand this rim ready for finish. Make and design 
such as beads or coves or lines that you want because once the center is excavated out and the 
pieces moved it’s too late to go back to it. Now you’re ready to start excavating the center of 
the platter. What you are looking for is a nice clean sweep from the outer diameter to the 
center with no undulations and without a pip in the center. It can be slightly concave or 



absolutely flat depending on the use.  Flat bottoms sound easy but it is difficult for the novice. 
Some thing that will help is to keep the tool rest 90 degrees to the bed ways of the lathe. Keep 
your finger with the tool against the tool rest and at the same angle sweep across the bottom of 
the platter. Once you think its pretty flat draw some pencil lines and with a flat scraper sweep 
across the bottom. Repeat this as often as necessary until all the lines disappear with one 
sweep. Another check is to use a straight edge to check the bottom, removing the high points. 
After that sandpaper on a felt sanding pad, sanding block will also let you discover any high 
points. Use of a random orbit sander can make life a little easier and speed up the process of 
developing a flat bottom. Power sanding with smaller round sandpaper or hand sanding with 
small pieces of sandpaper can put undulations in the bottom of the platter. Avoid doing that. 
Once you are satisfied with the sanding you are ready to apply the finish of your choice. 
 
In Conclusion:  
Platters are fun to make and afford all kinds of design opportunities. Also the women seem to 
love having a few of them around. They make great gifts and the ladies are happy to have 
them. So have fun and make the ladies happy. Above all else work safely.  Take care of your 
equipment and it will afford you lots of pleasure. 
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2) Turning Projects by Richard Raffan 
3) Woodturning Projects by Mark Baker 
4) Woodturning Design by Ray Key 
5) Creating Beautiful Trays - King Heiple - Northcoast Demo 9-03 6) Woodturning 
Techniques by Ray Key 
 


