
  

Page 1 

Buckeye Woodworkers & Woodturners Newsletter                                                         April 2009  

Methods of Holding Wood on the Lathe  
By Ben Fix, demonstrator  
March 21, 2009  
 
Ben indicated that woodworking has been 
around for a very long time.   He stated that 
there is evidence to suggest that woodturn-
ing was being used in Egypt since 1300 BC. 
In that time, they had string or rope powered 
lathes to rotate the wood while it was being 
turned.  When the Industrial Revolution came 
into being, the lathes were powered by other 
sources for ease of operation.   In some 
cases, they had water powered lathes where 
the turned power shaft was powered by wa-
ter over a large sectioned water wheel.   The 
powered rotating shaft drove a series of flat 
belts that powered overhead drive shafts that 
in turn supplied belted power to each piece 
of woodworking equipment. Later, electric 
motors were used for the power source.  In 
the metal working equipment, scroll chucks 

were used for about 200 years before some-
one invented a scroll chuck for woodturning. 
That development occurred around the 
1980's.  This became a tremendous asset for 
holding wood on the lathe, and eliminated 
the use of the tailstock for holding the wood 
in place. The use of a tailstock provided a 
barrier for complete access of turning the 
bowl bottoms. 
 
Ben gave a brief description of how one cuts 
a lot segment into two halves by cutting 
through the center or pith area to create a 
bowl blank.  By having a half log, one is able 
to lay it flat on the bandsaw table and cut a 
round blank for turning on the lathe.  Ben 
showed the use of small plywood circles that 
can be attached to the rounded section of the 
log and used as a guide when cutting on the 
bandsaw.   He emphasized the use of the 
plywood discs so that one can get a very true 
circle cut on the saw.  Otherwise one might 
be cutting an oblong bowl blank and lose 
some of the wood material that might be cru-
cial to the finished turned bowl design. 
 
Ben described the use of face plates, which 
come with the lathe, for bowl turning.  He de-
scribed how in the early days of woodturning, 
that 6 inch faceplates were commonly used 
but that dictated the bowl bottoms to be at 
least 6 inches in diameter and very unattrac-
tive as an art piece. It also posed a problem 
in that the screw holes were still remaining in 
the under side of the bowl which were dis-
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quised in several ways.   In more modern 
times, the faceplates have been approxi-
mately 3 inches in diameter and have re-
sulted in smaller bowl bottoms with a more 
appealing shape to the eye. 
 
He went on to stress that one should leave 
the small tenon on the bowl bottom so that 
one can use the tailstock imprint to re-center 
the piece when needed.  In traditional bowl 
turning, one turns the exterior profile first and 
then uses the interior hollowing technique 
with a bowl gouge to match the exterior pro-
file.  Finally the bottom is turned to the de-
sired diameter and shape.   If glue blocks 
were used, they were glued to the bottom of 
the bowl blank and then faceplates were 
screwed to the waste block.   Later when the 
bottom is turned, this waste block is turned 
away and sacrificed.   Waste blocks proved 
to be cumbersome in bowl turning. 
 
Ben indicated that face plates are the safest 
method of holding a wood blank on the lathe.   
They can hold wet wood in a satisfactory 
manner.   They also can hold the heavier 
bowl blanks in a safe manner.   Ben recom-
mended that one should use No. 14 sheet 
metal screws when holding the faceplate in 
position.  They have wider threads that have 
better gripping power in wood and in particu-
lar when turning wet wood.   He stated that 
one should not use drywall screws, deck 
screws, or regular wood screws.  For various 
reasons, they have limitations and faults that 
are not safe for faceplate mounting. 
 
When mounting the bowl blank on the lathe, 
there is a safe speed which one should use. 
Ben suggested the use of a formula to help 
determine the safe speed.  He suggested 
that one multiply the RPM of the lathe X the 
diameter of the blank.  He suggests that the 
number should come out between 6000 and 
9000.   This is merely a number that is used 
to determine the safe speed in RPM's.  If 
there is chatter or vibration present, then one 

(Continued from page 1) should reduce the speed of the lathe until the 
sound disappears.  Then using light cuts, 
one can begin to round the exterior of the 
bowl blank. 
 
When the use of scroll chucks entered the 
woodturning environment, there were many 
advantages supplied to the woodturner.   The 
use of the scroll chuck made woodturning 
bowls faster and more flexible in design.   
Now bowls could be made with a two or 
three step process.   The Hoby Horn method 
of two step bowl turning came into existence.   
In this method, he would use a Forstner bit to 
drill a small recess into the top of the bowl 
blank.  Then he would mount it on the lathe, 
and with the tailstock in position, he would 
shape the exterior of the bowl.  Then his last 
step before removing the chuck would be to 
turn a small recess into the bottom and deco-
rate the bottom to satisfy his creative design. 
The whole exterior and bottom could be 
sanded to his preference and even finished 
right on the lathe.   When the exterior proc-
ess was complete, then Hoby would turn the 
bowl around and mount it into the recess in 
the bowl bottom.   Then he would hollow out 
the interior, sand to preference, and finish 
the interior of the bowl to his satisfaction.   
Using this method, one can complete the 
bowl in two steps with the use of the scroll 
chuck. 
 
Another method to hold the bowl blank would 
be to use a worm screw that is usually sup-
plied with the scroll chuck.  This worm screw 
usually has wide and sharp threads to cut 
into the wood.  Then the exterior and bottom 
is turned to satisfaction and then reversed in 
the chuck to complete the interior, similar to 
the method above. 
 
Ben indicated that when turning the foot of a 
bowl, the foot should be from 1/3 to 2/5 the 
diameter of the top of the bowl.  When turn-
ing a platter, one should have a foot that is 
between 1/3 to 2/3 the diameter of the plat-
ter.  This is used for the stability and artistic 
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nature of the piece. 
 
Another method of turning the bottom is to 
place the top rim of the bowl into a jamb 
chuck.  This means that one needs a waste 
piece of wood that is larger than the diameter 
of the finished bowl.   Cut a recess into the 
waste block that is the diameter of the bowl. 
Insert the bowl into the recess and use tape 
to hold in position.  Bring up the tailstock for 
security and turn the bottom.  Leave the 
small remaining nub in position and remove 
the bowl from the jamb chuck.  Cut off the 
nub with a sharp knife or a chisel, and finish 
sand the bottom. 
 
Another method is to use an annular ring re-
sembles a donut.  This mounting has a hole 
in the center that has a soft covering of foam 
or weather stripping seal.   Then the bowl is 
placed on the waste board and the annular 
ring is placed over the exterior of the bowl 
and onto the waste board with four bolts that 
hold it in place.  Bring up the tailstock to cen-
ter the piece and use it until the last cuts are 
made in the bottom of the bowl foot.  A nub 
could be left if desired and cut off later. 
Photo below shows a bowl holding jig us-
ing annular rings connected by bolts.  

Another adaptation of this method is to use a 
plastic pipe coupling and cover it with fake 
chamois.  Glue the PVC pipe mounting over 
a turned wood blank with a recess.  This 
could be used in a scroll chuck or with a cap-
tured nut in the wood backing, it could be 
screwed onto the threaded headstock. 
 
Vacuum chucking could be used to hold the 
bowl in position until the bottom is cut.  This 
can be done by the use of a vacuum pump or 
the use of compressed air blowing across an 
orfice or venturi, following the Bernoli princi-
ple..  This later process is now available from 
Dave Hout Enterprises.  Many woodworkers 
usually have a air compressor in their shop 
and this could easily be hooked up to the 
vacuum.   It was noted that vacuum pumps 
are also available from Harbor Freight or 
possibly finding a used one on the open mar-
ket from a surplus dealer in Nebraska.   Vac-
uum chucks are available from Dave Hout or 
can be made from 3" or 4" PVC coupling.  
Also, there are some chucks that can be 
made from glued up plywood layers and then 
centering a captured nut for fixing to the lathe 
headstock. 
 
Respectfully submitted 
Jerry Schaible, Sec. 
 
The photo below shows only the base of 
the annular ring jig  


