Midsize Belt Sanders

"l ~he belt sander is a tool most woodworkers don’t need

These Shop Workhorses can every day, but it proves invaluable when called upon for

a range of odd jobs. Contractors and finish carpenters, on

1 the other hand, use theirs more frequently, for fitting—or “scrib-

h a nd Ie avarl ety Of tas kS ing”—cabinet frames and moldings to walls and floors, trimming

the edges of sticky doors, leveling one floorboard to another, and
a grab-bag of other job-site tasks.

More aggressive than a random-orbit sander, and more portable

than a benchtop sander (disk, belt, or spindle) a handheld belt

sander shines when there is a lot of material to remove and it
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NARROW PARTS

TESTING FOR VERSATILITY

| gave the sanders a workout to evaluate how well they

handle a number of different jobs in the shop. m

*Flat-sanding is the primary job of a belt sander. | timed
how long it took to remove the first layer of veneer on a
piece of plywood, both on large panels and narrow parts,
and noted how evenly they removed stock. | also checked
dust collection and belt tracking in the process.

| looked at how easy it was to hold the sander on its side
for typical edge-sanding tasks, such as scribing wavy edges
and rounding corners. A comfortable handle made a big
difference.

*For sanders that allow access to narrow front rollers, | tried
sanding inside tight curves. This worked less well.

*Occasionally it’s nice to clamp the sander to a benchtop for
stationary sanding. Some sanders made the task easier
than others.

TIGHT CURVES
FLATTENING PANELS

makes more sense to bring the sander to the work vs. the work
to the sander. Part of the belt sander’s versatility comes from the
different ways you can hold the tool—from right side up to side-
ways to vertical—to address the work, and the different parts of
the sander you can use, such as the flat section (the platen), the
front roller, or a bit of both.

Two newer models—Triton and Tacklife—can be mounted up-
side down on a work table as a stationary machine, letting you
sand smaller pieces held in your hands, such as router templates

made from thin stock, and making it possible to get by without a STATIONARY SANDING
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3-in. by 21-in. belt sanders, head to head

FOUR
HEAVYWEIGHTS
LEAD THE PACK

All of the sanders we tested
are large enough for serious
flattening yet still easy to
hold in various positions

for other types of sanding.
Most have variable speed,
which can add a measure
of control on certain
shaping tasks. An N/A on
dust collection with hose
indicates an odd-shaped
dust port. Also, the stated
amperage is not the best
indicator of power. Look at
material removal for that.
My favorites are the Makita,
Metabo, and Triton, with the
Porter-Cable close behind.
All four are heavy-duty, solid
performers.

MAKITA 9903

Price: $225

Weight: 9.5 Ib.

Amps: 8.8

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignment: Excellent
Material removal rate: Very good
Sanding flatness: Excellent
Shaping/scribing: Very good
Handling on side: Fair

Dust collection with hose: Fair

Very solidly built, the Makita is a flat-sanding
specialist. It had the smoothest feel and pull
of any sander in the test, and let me remove
material at a very good pace while keeping
the surface very flat. | also appreciated the
long cord, excellent belt tracking, and easy
belt change. The narrow front handle makes
it tough to support this heavy tool on its side
in mid-air, though | was able to stabilize it by
bracing it against my body. The round port
makes it easy to attach a vacuum hose, but
dust collection was only so-so.

METABO HPT SB8V2

Price: $140

Weight: 9.5 Ib.

Amps: 9

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignment: Good

Material removal rate: Excellent
Sanding flatness: Very good
Shaping/scribing: Very good
Handling on side: Very good

Dust collection with hose: Very good

The Metabo offers unmatched sanding

speed, and is comfortable and effective in all
positions. Other than a belt-change lever that’s
tough to pull, everything else on this sander
works very well. | especially like how the front
edge of the platen creates smooth inside
curves when scribing, how the large rubberized
handles add comfort and control, and how the
dust port faces backward, keeping the vacuum
hose from unbalancing the tool. With the
vacuum attached, dust collection was among
the best of the bunch.

benchtop sander. The rest can be clamped on their sides for the
same purpose, even if it’s not shown in the manual.

With its continuous pull in one direction, the belt sander re-
quires a bit of practice to master, but once you do, it becomes a
powerful, precise tool for a range of woodworking, remodeling,
and DIY jobs, like stripping the paint off a flea-market find.

To help you figure out which brand and model is right for you,
we picked the most popular size, 3x21 (the belt is 3 in. wide by
21 in. long). This size has a reasonably large contact surface yet is
still easy to handle. We gathered up 10 models available in stores
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and online, and I put them through a series of tests designed to
replicate common uses of this tool.

Tough tests simulate typical tasks

First, to level the playing field, I removed the sanding belt in-
cluded with each model and put on a fresh 80-grit belt from a
single manufacturer. In the process, I checked the belt-changing
lever and belt-tracking adjustment. I also checked the trigger lock,
which is essential on a belt sander, allowing you to release the
trigger and hold the two handles in the most comfortable position
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PORTER-CABLE 352VS

Price: $170

Weight: 10.75 Ib.

Amps: 8

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignment: Good

Material removal rate: Good
Sanding flatness: Very good
Shaping/scribing: Excellent
Handling on side: Good

Dust collection with hose: Fair

Like the Makita and Metabo, the Porter-Cable is
another heavy-duty, powerful tool, edged out by those
two on pure speed. It maintains flatness well and is
an excellent shaper and scriber. The main downsides
are lackluster dust collection and a vertical port that
can make it awkward to handle with a vacuum hose
attached. The Porter-Cable feels heavy when held
sideways, but its handles provide solid, comfortable
control. Last, the belt tracking requires occasional
tweaking during heavy use.

TRITON TA1200BS

Price: $170

Weight: 10.6 lb.

Amps: 10

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignment: Excellent

Material removal rate: Good
Sanding flatness: Excellent
Shaping/scribing: Very good
Handling on side: Good

Dust collection with hose: Very good

While not the fastest wood eater, the Triton is the most
refined tool in the group, and rivals the Makita for
flatness on large surfaces. Controls are a joy to use,
including the trigger lock, belt release, and front-handle
adjustment—and a small power indicator tells you
when the tool is plugged in. The Triton also flips over
to sand in stationary mode, with two solid benchtop
clamps and a handy fence that screws on to control
small workpieces. With a vacuum attached, the Triton
collected dust better than any other sander. On the
downside, to keep the motor’s air blast out of my eyes
when holding the sander on its side, | had to switch my
hands and go lefty, which leaves the dust port and hose
sticking up a little awkwardly.

for best control. And I checked for variable speed, which isn’t
essential but helps with fine shaping.

Most of the tests for each sander fit onto a single piece of oak
plywood, roughly 24 in. square. To check each tool’s balance,
control, and footprint on a large, flat panel, and its ability to re-
move a uniform layer of material, I marked off a section on the
plywood and attempted to remove just the outer veneer layer. I
timed this test to check the rate of stock removal.

To see how easy it is to control the sander on a narrow surface,
like the edge of an entry door, I cut off a 2-in. strip of plywood and
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attempted to remove an even layer from that, too. I combined the
strip and the large-surface tests into one rating for sanding flatness.

Next, to see what it was like to hold the sander on its side and
work up to a line, I set up a simple scribing and shaping test. I
penciled a wavy line along one edge of the plywood, sanding in
and out of the shallow curves, and added a compass-drawn radius
at one end to try sanding a smooth round corner.

Dust wars—Each of these sanders comes with a dust bag, but if
it was possible to attach my vacuum hose to the sander’s dust port
with a standard round adapter, I did so. Without active suction,

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2020 43

COPYRIGHT 2020 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted. « Fine Woodworking #284 - Sept/Oct 2020



Belt sanders, head to head continued

BLACK & DECKER
DRAGSTER, DS321

Price: $70

Weight: 6.5 Ib.

Amps: 7

Variable speed: No

Belt alignment: Poor

Material removal rate: Poor
Sanding flatness: Very good
Shaping/scribing: Good
Handling on side: Very good
Dust collection with hose: N/A

Very close in design to the Craftsman,
this sander has a single-speed motor
that makes stock removal extremely
slow. The multi-position handle
changes easily and makes the tool
comfortable to use in all positions.
The long sanding footprint is very flat,
and a nose flap flips up for sanding
inside tight curves, but the narrow
front roller makes that difficult. When
the belt shifts in use (as all do) and
hits the housing, the edge of the belt
is damaged, which makes tracking
difficult.

CHICAGO ELECTRIC

Price: $50

Weight: 7 Ib.

Amps: 6

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignhment: Good

Material removal rate: Fair
Sanding flatness: Very good
Shaping/scribing: Good
Handling on side: Very good
Dust collection with hose: N/A

The odd-shaped dust-collection port
makes it very difficult to attach a vacu-
um hose, but if you can figure that out
or live with the dust, Harbor Freight’s
Chicago Electric sander would be fine
for light-duty use. With relatively low
power, slow material removal, and light-
weight plastic construction, this isn’t a
sander you want to use every day, or for
big jobs. But it's very inexpensive, com-
fortable to use in all positions—thanks
to its light weight and multi-position
front handle—and works OK for all
tasks, in all positions, with good flat-
ness on surfaces large and narrow.

CRAFTSMAN CMEW213

Price: $65

Weight: 6.6 Ib.

Amps: 7

Variable speed: No

Belt alignment: Poor

Material removal rate: Poor
Sanding flatness: Poor
Shaping/scribing: Poor
Handling on side: Excellent
Dust collection with hose: N/A

Very similar in design to the Black &
Decker, the Craftsman has a multi-
position front handle; a single, slow belt
speed; an odd-shaped dust port; and a
front flap that allows access to the front
roller, which is too narrow for smooth
sanding inside the curves it's designed
to access. There are a few differences:
The belt-change lever is tougher to move
and maintain platen contact under the
sander, making flatness difficult to
achieve, the material-removal rate is
the slowest in the test, and there is a
pronounced rumble from the front roller,
which vibrates on its axle.

even the best leave piles of dust that make it hard to see pencil
lines and gauge progress, and produce clouds of dust. Some have
odd-shaped openings, and attaching the hose required duct tape
(which doesn’t hold), so I stuck with the onboard bag for those.

New features are hit-and-miss

Always looking to differentiate their products with innovative
features, tool manufacturers tend to tinker. In the case of belt
sanders, however, some of the latest touches didn’t make it past
a workshop reality check, and in some cases made matters worse.
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The narrow front rollers on a few newer models are designed
to allow the nose of the sander to get into tighter corners—sand-
ing flooring close to the wall, for example. But the platen—the
pressure plate on the bottom of the tool—can only come so close
to the roller on any belt sander, so nose rollers tend to dig in. To
get close to a vertical surface, like a wall, it’s better to orient the
sander sideways. Track the belt toward the open side of any of
these sanders, and they’ll all sand within ¥ in. of an obstruction.

The other intended use for the narrow front rollers is to sand
into tight curves, but a narrow roller can’t do that smoothly.
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GENESIS GBS321

Price: $60

Weight: 7.8 Ib.

Amps: 8

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignment: Excellent
Material removal rate: Good
Sanding flatness: Fair
Shaping/scribing: Very good
Handling on side: Good

Dust collection with hose: N/A

Genesis is another dragster-style sander
with a narrow front roller. Its top speed

is good, with a corresponding rate of
material removal, but flatness isn’t great.
The odd-shaped dust port makes it nearly
impossible to add a vacuum hose, but the
onboard bag does collect a fair amount
of dust. Strangely, the front flap over the
narrow roller looks like it should pivot out
of the way but doesn’t. The multi-position
front handle helps in all positions, but
when holding the sander sideways, |
needed to flip it and go lefty to keep the
motor’s air blast out of my eyes.

TACKLIFE PSFS2A

Price: $60

Weight: 6.5 Ib.

Amps: 8.5

Variable speed: Yes

Belt alignment: Fair

Material removal rate: Fair
Sanding flatness: Poor
Shaping/scribing: Very good
Handling on side: Excellent
Dust collection with hose: Fair

If all you need a belt sander for is scrib-
ing and shaping, the Tacklife might be
for you. It is very easy to control when
held sideways, with a dust port that
faces downward in that mode, keeping
the hose out of the way and the tool in
balance. It also has a flat top and bench
clamps so it can be fixed to a table

and used as a stationary sander, but

it lacks a fence, and the clamps won’t
grab thicker benchtops. However, | could
not maintain surface flatness with the
Tacklife used upright—a deal-breaker
for general use—and the belt wandered
when | moved the tool from side to side.

WEN 6321

Price: $45

Weight: 6.2 Ib.

Amps: 7

Variable speed: No

Belt alignment: Good

Material removal rate: Poor
Sanding flatness: Very good
Shaping/scribing: Fair
Handling on side: Very good
Dust collection with hose: N/A

Wen’s belt sander is another dragster
model with a narrow front roller; a
single, slow speed; an extremely slow
sanding rate; and a dust port whose
shape makes a vacuum hose extremely
hard to attach. It was easy to maintain
a flat surface with the Wen. However,
the thin onboard bag blew dust into

my face, and the configuration of the
platen and rollers made it hard to sand
into shallow curves when scribing.

As for the two sanders—Triton and Tacklife—with flat tops and
clamps that hold them upside down on the benchtop, the best
by far is the Triton, which has two clamp points instead of one,
plus a clamp-on fence to keep workpieces from escaping your
grip. If I had one of these two sanders, I would probably store it
in stationary mode for quick sanding jobs.

Best of the bunch
My favorites in this belt-sander race are the Makita, Metabo, and
Triton, with the Porter-Cable coming up short by a nose. All four
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are heavy duty, solid performers. The Makita is the smoothest op-
erator and leaves the flattest surface, but is a little awkward to hold
on its side. A real value at $140, the Metabo does everything well,
is comfortable in all positions, and removes material quicker than
any of its competitors. While the Triton can’t quite keep up with
the others on pure sanding speed, and has a couple of quirks, it
flat-sands and shapes very well, adds a handy stationary sanding
mode, and offers wonderful adjustments. ]

Asa Christiana is a freelance writer and editor in Portland, Ore.
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