Turning & Finishing Plastics

With today’s variety of colorful acrylic, celluloid,
resin and stabilized pen blanks to choose from, it is
necessary to take certain precautions when working
these materials. Unlike traditional wood blanks where
any number of turning and finishing methods can be
successfully be used, plastics are far less forgiving and
require greater finesse and patience when turning.
Following the recommendations below will help you
avoid the pitfalls of turning plastics and allow you enjoy
the beauty of today’s colorful pen blanks.
Drilling
Because plastics have a relatively
low melting point, extra care must
be taken to prevent overheating
when drilling and turning. The
recommended speed for drilling
plastics is 300 to 500 rpm. Drill
slowly, clearing the bit frequently to
reduce heat buildup. Use brad point
drill bits when possible and always
make sure bits are sharp! To prevent possible breakout
when the bit exits the blank, you can drill through the
blank stopping just short of the bit exiting the blank.
Trim off the end of the blank to expose the hole.
Working with Semi-Transparent Blanks
For
semi-transparent
plastic blanks that allow
the tube to show through,
we recommend painting
the tubes or using
Chameleon plated pen
tubes. Plated tubes can
greatly enhance the color and brilliance of the blank.

Gluing
Time permitting, we recommend
expanding polyurethane glue for
gluing brass tubes into the blank.
Polyurethane glue prevent voids
from forming between the blank
and brass tube by expanding during
the drying process providing a
solid bond the entire length of the
tube. Cyanoacrylate or epoxy glue
can also be used to glue brass tubes in blanks. However,
Cyanoacrylate glue may leave occasional voids between
the brass tube and the blank. These voids increase the
likelihood of the blank breaking free from the tube
when turning.

Turning
Plastic blanks can be very brittle and may fracture
if aggressive cuts are made using traditional tool
techniques. We recommend using a small gouge layd
on its side in a non-aggressive scraping position (A)
with the handle leading the cutting edge of the tool
using a light touch. When turning barrels where the
wall thickness is minimal, lay a 1/2" skew chisel flat on
its side in the scraping position for making finishing
cuts (B). This method of cutting is less aggressive and is
less likely to cause a catch.
Sanding
Plastics should be sanded
through 12,000 grit to
produce the best finish
possible. Sand lightly in
order to prevent heat build
up and loading the sandpaper
surface. For best results, wet
sand using Micro Surface abrasive pads or sheets. The
water will act as a coolant while washing away sanding
particles. Keep a small container for water on hand for
dipping the sanding materials in. Be sure to cover your
bed ways with a cloth or plastic to keep water off the
bare metal.
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Finishing
Two different methods of finishing plastics are described
below. Choose the one that best suits you and proceed.
Both finishing methods will produce superb results.
Using Plastics Polish
Using a plastics polish such as
20/20, apply a nickel-sized spot
to a clean, dry cotton cloth.
With the lathe running, apply
the plastic polish to the blank
moving the soft cotton cloth
back and forth continuously for
20 to 50 seconds. Buff lightly with a clean, soft cloth.
Using a Buffer
Apply a small amount of
HUT PPP to a rotating
buffing wheel by holding the
bar against the wheel. Satin
Gloss bar recommended for
sewn wheels and High Gloss
bar unsewn wheels). Don’t
overload the buffing wheel, a
little goes a long way. Best results are achieved when the
buffer is used at 3/4 speed for plastic and full speed for
woods. Hold the pen blank against the rotating buffing
wheel, gently moving it back and forth until a uniform
sheen is achieved. Apply enough pressure to generate
some heat but be careful as too much pressure will melt
the blank. For best results, use a separate wheel for each
type of buffing compound used.
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