Making Platters
Duane Hill

Platters are mostly a shallow bowl with a wide rim.  The rim may be left plain, but also provides an opportunity for some special enhancements; scorching, pyrography, carving, coloring, etc.  Instead of mounting the platter blank with a tennon, I was taught to mount the blank on a chuck in expansion mode.  This method of attachment can cause some problems as to knowing how deep to cut the inside of the platter.  I solve this problem by making a small flange when cutting the bottom of the platter. I will go into more detail with this later.

Preparing the Blank

Typically, a platter is turned from wood 1½” – 2” thick and 12”-16” in diameter.  Because of the larger diameter, I will rough cut the platter blank out on the band saw.  You can just cut off the corners, but with the larger blanks, this will take longer to round out.

After cutting the blank, I drill a ¼” hole approximately ¾” deep.  This allows me to use a screw chuck to mount the blank on the lathe.  I like to use ¾” deep hole because it allows me to use spacers on the screw chuck.  These spacers serve three purposes.  First, they give a wide flat surface to mount the blank on. Second, the limit the penetration of the screw from the screw chuck.  Third, because they limit penetration of the screw, using a thinner spacer gives me some fresh area for the threads to bite into, if the blank happens to strip out.  This is another reason for rough cutting the blank on the band saw, less chance of strip out.

Almost any hardwood or exotic wood can be used.  If the intent is to use the platter for food, I would tend to stay away from walnut or spalted wood, because of their potential allergic nature.  Also,  some of the exotics may present an allergic problem.   If the platter is to be purely decorative, then any wood can be used.  Some of my favorite woods for platters are maple (ambrosia maple, big leaf maple, and hard maple), cherry, box elder (with the pink), ash, and hickory.
Mounting the Blank

I use a screw chuck to mount the blank.  A faceplate can be used, just make sure the platter extends past the screw holes and screws no longer than 1” are used.  
I will typically use a ¼” spacer on the screw chuck.  I also have a 1/8” spacer available if needed. This gives me three chances to work with the blank, if strip out occurs.

Turning the Back

With the blank mounted on the screw chuck, now is the time to turn the back of the platter.  The first thing I do is true up the back of the blank.  This is done using the wing of the bowl gouge in a pull cut.  The second thing is to true up the edge of the blank.  This is done with the bowl gouge, working from right to left.

After the blank is trued up, I mark out two circles.  The first is based on the size of my chuck jaws.  Since I will be using the chuck in expansion mode, I want to make the mounting hole as close to the diameter of the chuck jaws when they are fully closed.  This gives the most holding power.  The second circle is to give me the diameter of the foot.  Typically, for a platter, the foot or base diameter is approximately ½ the diameter of the piece.  This is different than the diameter for a bowl.  Platters need to be very stable because of how they are used.  The base of a platter is much wider than that of a bowl.

After the circles are marked, I turn the recess for the chuck jaws.  This recess does not need to be very deep, typically only about 1/8” is needed.  I have turned platters with a recess of about 1/16”.  I use the bowl gouge to turn the recess and clean up the bottom with a flat scraper.  I then use a skew laid on it’s side to establish the slight dovetail needed for my chuck jaws (Vicmarc).  At this time, I like to add either grooves or surface beads in the recess.  The grooves are done with the skew on it’s side.  The surface beads are done with a 3 point tool.  This adds a little bit of detail which, I think, adds to the beauty of the platter.
Next I mark a line on the platter edge.  This line helps to define the thickness of the rim.  The line is marked such that the distance from the front of the platter is  slightly more than what I want the thickness of the rim to be.  This line is just for reference. 

Next I will start to roughly shape the back of the platter.  Once the back is starting to take shape, and the back has been turned back to the base reference line, I will cut a very slight step at the base reference line.  The purpose of this step is to give me a measurement point for the bottom of the platter.

One problem people have with platters, is they tend to make the bottom too thin or go through the bottom.  This is because they forget that there is a recess in the bottom of the platter for holding the chuck.  The thickness of the bottom is not measured from the inside bottom to the base (as with a bowl), but from the inside bottom to the bottom of the recess.  

After the reference step is cut, I can proceed to finish the back of the platter.  One note here, if you add grooves and/or beads to the back of the rim, make your rim a little thicker, otherwise you may make the rim too thin and it will break off.

After turning the back, I will sand to 180 grit. Final sanding is done latter.  You can final sand now, if you do not plan to make any changes to the back at a latter time.  I like to final sand later, as that gives me an opportunity to clean up the tool marks (if any ) on the recess, reduce the step size and make a ring on the bottom for the platter to rest on.

Turning  the Front
After the back is finished, I will remove the blank from the screw chuck and mount it on the 4 jaw chuck, in expansion mode.  I then true up the front of the blank.

Prior to turning the front, I will drill the screw chuck hole deeper, such that the bottom of the drilled hole is slightly thicker than my desired wall thickness.  I use a ¼” brad point drill that has been epoxied into a handle to do this drilling. This gives me a very good visual reference as I am turning of where the bottom is.

I will start hollowing out the front of the platter, with a bowl gouge, not going to full depth and establishing the width of the rim.  Once the rim is established, I will finish up the interior of the platter.  The width of the rim depends on several factors; what looks good with the overall design, do I wish to add any embellishments (grooves, carvings, surface beads, etc).  I will lay these out and cut them in before I finish the interior of the platter.  This helps to keep the rim from flexing too much.  

I continue hollowing out the interior of the platter until I have the desired thickness on both the walls and bottom.  Depending on the design, the bottom of the platter is either flat or slightly concave.  If flat, I will clean up the bottom with a flat scraper.  If slightly concave, I will either use a bowl gouge or a shear scraper to clean up the bottom.
Once the front of the platter is turned, I will power sand starting at 100 or 120 grit and go through 400 – 600 grit. 

Finishing the Back

If I want to do some more work on the back, I mount a threaded adapter on the tailstock.  This thread corresponds to the thread on the nose of the lathe.  I then remove the 4 jaw chuck, with the platter still mounted in it.  I mount a vacuum chuck on the headstock spindle and mount the 4 jaw chuck on the tailstock.  I then bring up the tailstock such that the platter sits on the vacuum chuck.  This keeps the platter centered.  I then turn on the vacuum, close the chuck jaws down and move the tailstock with the chuck back and out of the way.  I now have full access to the back of the platter.  A Longworth chuck, Cole jaws or a jam chuck may also be used to reverse turn the platter.
I clean up any tool marks left from the jaws and do some final detailing on the back, if desired.  I then do my final sanding to either 400 or 600 grit.

One word of caution here, if you are doing any turning to the back, remember to take light cuts.  You don’t want your platter to come off the vacuum chuck.  Use the tailstock as much as possible before moving it out of the way.

Finishing the Platter

Once the back I complete, I will then apply finish.  I like using Waterlox, walnut oil, Watco or salad bowl finish for the platter.
Alternate Mounting Method

If you do not have a screw chuck and/or 4 jaw chuck, you can still make a platter.  Use a  faceplate and a piece of scrap wood.  Mount the top of the blank to the face plate.  Turn a flat spot on the back of the blank big enough for the scrap piece of wood.  Glue the scrap piece of wood to the bottom of the platter blank.  Turn the scrap piece round. After turning bottom of the platter, mount a face plate to the scrap piece and finish the platter.  Part the scrap piece of wood off as the last step to turning the platter.
