Bowl Sanding Tips
By 
Mark Behrends
3/21/2024

Background:  Sanding bowls can smooth out structural problems, eliminate tool marks, or just enhance the beauty of a turned bowl in preparation of application of finish.  

There is no one correct process, tools to use and abrasives to apply.   This document will provide ideas gained from years of trial and error, and application of techniques learned from others.

Abrasives:  Most of the active sanding that I do is with an angle drill with a 2” or 3” mandrel and hook and loop sandpaper.  Following are observations that may guide the selection of sandpaper and other abrasives to try.

Abrasives:				Relative Cost			Comments

Aluminum Oxide backed by	$0.20 to 0.60/disc 		May have ceramic or stearate
a variety of paper materials					additives.  Differences in 											cost may reflect quality.

Sanding screen with aluminum   	$0.20 to 1.40/disc		They cut well and clear
Oxide (Abranet and others)					sanding dust well.  Not as 
									Durable as fabric backed.

3M Cubitron.  Sharp ceramic	$0.35 – 0.50/disc		The discs quickly remove
particles on light fabric backing					material with light touch.

Roll or sheet sandpaper		varies				Lots to pick from.  Most are 										aluminum oxide grit. Can be
									mesh, wet/dry, rolls, etc.

Scuff pads/steel wool		varies				Mirlon Total Scuff Pads are 										long-lasting and shed minimal
									particles vs steel wool.

Sanding Equipment:		Relative Cost			Comments 

Angle drill 				$50 – 150			Menards, WoodTurner Wonders
									Milwaukee and others.											Look for variable speed and 
1000-1500rpm.  Cordless options available.

Hook and Loop Disc Holder	$10 – 30			Rubber backed foam with hook 
									and loop face.  Most wear well
									if you don’t overheat or abuse.

Hand-held sanding devices	varies				Can be useful for on-lathe or
									stationery sanding.


Safety:  Woodturners should consider and take steps to protect their health.  Some topics to be aware of whether turning or sanding:

· Eye protection:  Safety glasses protect eyes only.  Full face shields offer face coverage.

· Ear protection:   Ear plugs or earmuffs offer relief from noisy sanding & dust removal equip.

· Hand protection:  Many turners choose to wear light gloves while turning and sanding.  They offer a warning if your hands get too close to a jagged bowl and can slow the lathe speed.

· Respiratory system:  Protect your nasal passages and lungs with:

· N95 mask:  low cost and lots of protection.
· Respirator:  May offer more comprehensive dust removal and facial coverage.
· Wall/ceiling mount filtration system:  Reasonable cost and cleanable filters.
· Cyclone/vortex dust collector:  Large capacity for collection of both shavings and dust.  More cost but may be used with many shop tools.
· Powered respirator and face protection:  Provides positive filtered airflow.  Costly.


Bowl Sanding Techniques:  Following are ideas and concepts that may guide bowl sanding success.  There are many “right ways” move projects from the turning tools to the finishing table.

· “Use and replace sandpaper like someone else is paying for it”.  A light touch with sharp sandpaper will speed the process.

· Start sanding with the lathe in reverse and with a grit less aggressive than you think you should.  (maybe 120-180 grit).  After light sanding outside and in, stop to inspect for tool marks and tear out. 

· Back up one grit if there is repair work to do.  With the lathe off, sand across the areas needing attention.  Just sand those areas to avoid making scratch marks on the entire project.  

· Then go back to the previous grit and re-sand the entire bowl with the lathe on.  Inspect for scratches in the areas previously worked on and sand those with the lathe off – sand across the scratches until gone.

· Using the 50% rule (next grit no more than 50% bigger grit #), sand the bowl carefully.  Inspect the bowl for scratches, tool marks and tear-out evidence after each grit.

· Remember that the areas near the rim may have 10 times the wood passing by vs the center portions.  Spent the appropriate amount of time on each.

· When sanding bark/natural edge bowls, use minimal or no amount of the first several grits on the soft bark and sap wood.   Sand those areas with the lathe off and just finer grits.

· Keep in mind that not all bowls need to be sanded to a museum quality shine.  Open grained woods such as oak and ash will look just fine with a coarser finish grit (maybe 220 - 320).  Tight grained woods such as walnut and cherry will take a nicer finish if sanded down to finer grit (maybe 320 – 600).  Bowls to be coated with milk paint may only be sanded to 120 -180 grit to allow the paint to penetrate the wood and grip the surface.
