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Introduction        

1. The first thing people do when seeing a well designed piece is to pick it up 
and feel it, caress it even, and say they do like the feel of wood or how did you get 
that finish.

2. You, on the other hand pick it up to see how it was held on the lathe.
I know some turners liken finishing process to paint drying, and hate sanding.

3. In my opinion it is no good spending the time in producing a well balanced 
design if you do not spend the time on the finish.
I think‘Tactility’ or the right type of’ finish’ is as important as design.

4. This is what I do, it’s not the only way nor necessarily the best, but I find it 
works for me and it gives the good finish that I like.

Safety    

I know the safety stuff is boring but it is really important and I don’t want to see 
anyone else join the club’s digit minus one sect. So I make no apology and you’re 
getting it anyway.

1. Check you do not have any loose clothing. It is best to wear a smock and before 
you start, put stuff away and clear a space to work in.
 
2. Some woods are very dusty and others dangerous. Do not inhale yew        
 sawdust it is toxic and so are some of the exotic woods.
 If you have a mask – be sensible and use it- don’t be lazy.
 If you have a dust extractor – be sensible and use it – don’t be lazy.

Always maintain good ventilation when sanding and using cellulose sealants.

Be careful with rags and paper towel soaked in finishing products / chemicals. They 
are a potential fire risk (spontaneous combustion).Keep in an airtight container until 
they can be disposed of safely.

3. Move the Rest out of the way. If need be, remove it from the lathe.
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4. Slow speed right down when sanding – it should be around 500 rpm. This 
allows the grit to cut the wood and reduces the risk of dust being sent all over the 
workshop.

The safe area to sand on faceplate work is in the 6 – 9 o’clock position.
Always try to sand underneath the work on the revolving lathe. So that if your
 paper, rag or fingers get grabbed the centrifugal force throws these out.

5. Be careful when using rags / dusters and never ever wrap them round your 
fingers or hands. If it catches/grabs in the revolving chuck you will be in the Gwent 
with at best- broken fingers and worst, broken wrist and arm.
Be careful with sharp or jagged edges, particularly of bowls, as these catch and tear 
fingers and cloths. 

Using Kitchen towel is a safer way of applying sealers or waxes as the paper just 
tears if caught in any way.
If you use kitchen towel do not use ones with colours as this will be transferred to the 
work surface. Also make sure you use the smoothest one available as the heavier 
embossed ones can leave streaks when applying sealants and wax. 

I prefer to use a cloth as I find Kitchen Towel sometimes tears as you use it and can 
leave a deposit of paper on the surface.

I always use small pieces of rag as there is less chance of them catching. Small 
pieces of old, well washed vest are ideal.

6. Just make sure, when sanding / polishing on a piece held in the lathe chuck, 
that you leave sufficient waste, so you do not catch your knuckles on any protruding 
carriers and no cloths can catch on them.

7. Hot tip! – I learnt very quickly that when you are sanding the paper and fingers 
can get hot. I use a piece of sponge/leather between the sand paper and my fingers.

8. If you are using a corded power drill with a sanding attachment make sure the 
cable is out of the way.
Use the same safe zone (between 6 and 9 o’clock) and use the lower half of the pad.

9.     If you have a lathe which can turn in reverse make sure you insert the 
necessary looking pin in the chuck.
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Preparation

Like every good decorator/painter the best results are achieved by good preparation. 
The same applies to woodturning.

Always aim to get as good a finish as you can by using the bevel. Sharpen your 
gouge before the final cut.

1. Sanding cause’s scratches. You are trying to remove these so it makes sense 
to start at the finest grade you think is possible.
You hear the professional turners say they start sanding with a 240 grit - that is fine- I 
usually start at 120 / 150 but if I’m really being honest, sometimes it’s 80.
Go through the grades of grit. I usually go up to 600 and on some pieces up to 
2000grit.
The reason for going through the grits is because you are removing the scratch 
marks made by the previous coarser grit used.
If you miss out a grade the next finer grade will not always remove the heavier 
scratch marks.

A worn piece of150 grit will not become a new 180 grit – and a 240 grit does not 
become a 320 grit. You will not get a really good finish using worn sand paper. And 
don’t forget that friction causes heat which can cause cracks in the wood, especially 
Yew.

2. When sanding, be careful not to lose your ‘crisp’ profiles.
On straight bits I use a flat strip of wood to rest the sand paper on so they don’t 
become wavy. 
On the thin stem of a goblet this also helps to support the work.
On coves I wrap the paper around a suitable diameter wooden dowel. This helps to 
maintain the curve.

3. If you have problems with end grain try using some sealant between grades 
as this helps remove some soft fibres.
Try sanding stubborn end grain by pulling the abrasive towards you in single strokes,  
Sealant also helps to raise/soften the fibres on soft grain woods like Ash or Tulip 
wood.
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Rippling effect can be caused by soft and hard grain and can sometimes be 
overcome by dampening the surface between grits. 
Actually I was having a problem recently with circular scratch marks on a platter 
made from tulip wood and I dampened the wood with water and this certainly helped 
to remove the marks. 

Sealing

To get best results read what it says on the tin!

Before using sealants, let the dust settle after sanding or else it will get stuck all over 
your wet sealer.  

When using sprays and friction polish it is best to protect the lathe by placing 
newspaper on the bed of the lathe.
 
Apply all sealants with the lathe stationery.

1. There are two types of sealer I use. Cellulose and Shellac
 I tend to use a cellulose sealer mainly because it dries quicker.

2. The main disadvantage of cellulose sealer is that it is difficult to cover a large 
area before the sealer starts to dry and can leave an uneven coating..
To overcome this you can get thinners which help to slow the drying process.
I use a mix of half sealer-half thinner.
Use a brush to apply the sealant on large surfaces but be careful as this can leave 
brush marks and runs if you are not careful,. To get into the nooks and crannies I 
tend to use the spray.
When spraying keep the nozzle at least 12” away

3. Using the sealer, seals the fibres but in doing this it raises some which need 
to be removed and so after the first coating I sand again starting with 320 grade and 
upwards.

4. Cellulose Sealants can also be used as a finish. Try about 5 coats buffing up 
between each dried coat. You can get quite a deep polish effect by doing this.
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Types of Finish

This comes down to personal choice but it is sometimes determined by the end use.
Some pieces demand a deep gloss or shiny finish and others a nice matt sheen. 
Most utility pieces require food safe oils.
I repeat, it is important to read and follow the Manufactures Instructions for use.
To help achieve a good finish I use almost ‘lint’ free rags. (remember the well 
washed vests) Coarse cloths can mark the work.

An old tip which is sometimes forgotten is to burnish the work piece with wood 
shavings which gives a smooth touch.

To achieve a similar finish you can use very fine ‘00’ wire wool but this can leave 
small deposits of the wool in nooks and crannies.

Waxes

1. This is mainly for items that are not likely to be handled too much and which 
are intended for ornamental purposes. 

2. Before applying a wax coating it is advisable to use a sealant. I tend to use 
Cellulose as this suits most types of finish.

3. Apply with the lathe on a fast speed as the friction causes the wax to melt.

4. There are several manufacturers’ brands on the market. Most contain bees 
and carnauba waxes.
5. For neutral colour use a clear wax. One I have used has a yellowy colour and 
I found it discoloured pale wood.

6. I apply light even coatings of wax and buff up between coats. If you put too 
much polish on you will get streaks of hardened wax which look and feel terrible. 
Should this happen remove the coating and start again.

7. In cold weather I find wax becomes quite hard and I tend to warm up a duster 
in front of the fire which helps to soften the wax and allows the wax to go on more 
evenly.
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8. Use old, and therefore lint free, soft dusters to buff up the wax.

9. I use a buffing system which helps to create a further depth of finish to the 
piece. 

Oils

 I find with oils it is easier to apply with the lathe at a moderate speed. Use sparingly 
otherwise you will get ‘splashed all over’ 

1.  If you are making items to be used for food – you must use a ‘food safe’ oil.
There are oils specifically made for this purpose but ordinary Sunflower/ Rapeseed 
Oil is acceptable. I seem to remember my old teacher uses walnut oil or lemon off 
the supermarket shelf..

Les Thorne suggested I try IKEA’s mineral oil called Skydd. It is sold in their kitchen 
utensil department which costs about £5 for 500ml.

This is a clear liquid, does not discolour the wood and when dry is not tacky. I usually 
rub a liberal coat before wiping off any excess and repeat 24 hrs later
If you use olive oil there is a possibility of it going rancid. Beware of nut based oils 
such as Walnut to avoid nut allergy problems. I find sunflower oil leaves a sticky 
finish – unless I have applied it wrong!

 2. For non food applications there are products like Osmo Oil and Organoil and 
you can get a very fine finish using a wet and dry paper.

Sometimes the paper may get clogged but you can rinse it off.

3. Wipe off any surplus and allow drying, usually over night - remove any grain 
fibres by using a very fine grit minimum of 600 and apply a second coat. Wipe off 
any surplus.

4. You can buff up the oil finish which gives a nice sheen finish.

On a personal note when I have used Organoil I get a very smooth matt finish but 
find the piece back in the garage because of the smell. 
Her indoors orders it out of the house until the smell goes, which it 
does.....eventually. 
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5. I apply light even coatings of wax and buff up between coats. If you put too 
much polish on you will get streaks of hardened wax which look and feel terrible. 
Should this happen remove the coating and start again.

6. In cold weather I find wax becomes quite hard and I tend to warm up a duster 
in front of the fire which helps to soften the wax and allows the wax to go on more 
evenly.

7. Use old, and therefore lint free, soft dusters to buff up the wax.

8. I use a buffing system which helps to create a further depth of finish to the 
piece. 

Friction Polish

1. This finish is not as durable as wax and is more suited to ornamental pieces 
that are not handled continually.

2. Before applying the friction polish I seal the item with a cellulose sealer.

3. The advantage of this type of finish is that it is easy to apply and you get a 
high glossy shine in a few moments.

4. You need to turn up the lathe to a good speed to get the best results

5. Some turners prefer to apply this to the piece when the lathe is stationary as a 
more even coat can be applied.
The only problem doing it this way is you are liable to get a fine shower of spray 
spun towards you when you start up the lathe.....remember to stand to one side.

6. I start the lathe and put the friction polish on a small piece of rag and present 
this to the spinning item applying even pressure along the item until you get the 
desired shine

7. You can then use a burnishing cream to enhance the finish further.  Keep the 
speed up and the cloth moving and avoid concentrating on one area for too long. At 
first the finish will appear to dull and should then build up to a bright gloss..  
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 Lacquers 

1. I seal the item with a cellulose sealer before applying the gloss lacquer.

2. This comes in spray form and provides a hard and durable surface - gives      
high gloss effect..

3. I tend to use this finish on pierced items as the spray gets into all the holes.
The lacquer also raises any fibres and stiffens them so that they are easier to 

remove.

4. Apply with the lathe stationary but revolve the piece by hand as you spray.
Don’t hold the nozzle too close to the item as this causes runs and an orange peel 
effect.

5. It takes several coats to get the required finish and it is important that you 
make sure each coat is completely dry before applying another.

6. You can lightly sand between coats if you need to.

7. I leave 24 hrs for curing before you use a burnishing cream to enhance the 
finish further. See note seven above.

Tip - Use melamine Gloss lacquer and burnishing cream. If you use Acrylic gloss the 
burnishing cream will strip it off

To colour using, gilding wax or liming wax, 

1. Turn item as required
2. Sand carefully, any scratches will be highlighted by wax
3. With a wire brush lightly brush with the grain to highlight softer areas
4. Dust away any residue
5. Apply sanding sealer
6. Spray chosen base colour
7. Buff lightly
8. Add wax colour, gold, silver, white, rubbing into open grain
9. Remove surplus with mineral or similar oil
10. Apply finish
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