
Oscillating spindle sanders smooth sin-
uous curves—Shown below, from left, Ry-
obi OSS450, Vega OS-3, Powermatic model
14 and Clayton model 140 are all portable
machines priced from $175 to $635.

Designed for production—The Clayton,
(left) the biggest and most expensive of the
portable sanders reviewed, offers sealed

anced parts that enable it to run all day.

Oscillating Spindle Sanders
Why you should have one and which you should buy

by Charley Robinson

Everybody who owns a jigsaw, scrollsaw or bandsaw has
searched for an easy way to clean up the sawmarks on those
sinuous curves they've been cutting. Most home shops have

probably made do with a drum sander chucked in a drill press. But
that's not totally satisfactory. A drum sander on a drill press tends
to burn wood and leave sanding scratches. The sandpaper clogs
quickly, and you only use a small section of the drum.

Oscillating spindle sanders are the solution. They eliminate
burning, scratches and clogging, and their up-and-down action
uses more of the drum surface for longer abrasive life. These
sanders also make work quicker, easier and more accurate: They
allow you to cut close to your line and sand precisely to it so that
you don't have to make perfect sawcuts.

But until recently, oscillating spindle sanders were something
only commercial shops could afford. There are now, however,
four manufacturers offering small, portable spindle sanders for
less than $700: Clayton, Powermatic, Vega and Ryobi (see the
sources of supply box on p. 56). And both Delta and Sears have
indicated they will have comparable machines early in 1995.

Oscillating spindle sanders require no special training to oper-
ate, they're safe to use (with proper dust protection) and do a great
job. Their small size means they can be stored easily.

If you do much curved work, the question at this point is not
whether to buy an oscillating spindle sander, but which one to
buy. I had a chance to look over four of the units, and here is what
I found to be the strong and weak points of each of them.

bearings and precision machined and bal-



Ryobi model OSS450
Ryobi's introduction was well-targeted and priced precisely for its
intended market: the hobbyist woodworker. The OSS450 has a list
price of $340, but it usually sells for about $175, making it the low-
est priced spindle sander in the category. The 3.5-amp motor
(about hp), the smallest of any of the sanders, spins at 2,000 rpm
and produces 58 strokes per minute with a -in. spindle travel.
The -in.-dia. spindle will accept a -in.-long sanding sleeve di-
rectly or rubber drums over which larger diameter sanding sleeves
can be slipped. A 1-in.-dia. drum is standard and -in.-, -in.-,
2-in.- and 3-in.-dia. drums are available. Individually, the drums
range from $6 to $26, but you can buy them as a set for $40. Drums
and sleeves are easily changed by loosening the spindle nut and
dropping on the new sleeve or drum.

The molded plastic base has convenient, built-in storage for
drums and a -in. sanding sleeve. There's also a molded pocket to
hold the five table inserts that keep the gap between the drum and
the table opening to a minimum. In use, the inserts drop into a rab-
bet in the tabletop. The inserts fit flush with the top, which is made
of medium-density fiberboard (MDF) covered with plastic lami-
nate, including both sides and edges. In addition to keeping stock
from accidentally jamming between table and drum, the tight-fit-
ting inserts also increase the draw when a shop vacuum is plugged
into an opening on the underside of the top for dust collection. The
vacuum port has a short connector tube, however, so it is easy to
insert the vacuum hose too far, effectively cutting off the air flow.
When properly installed, most of the dust is sucked away.

Although I found the sander to be stable when just set on top of
my bench on its rubber feet, Ryobi recommends attaching it to a

plywood platform and then clamping the plywood to the bench.
This setup really let me lean into the sander with a piece of oak. I
was surprised to find that I couldn't bog down the motor or cause
the drive belt to slip even under the heaviest pressure.

I found on the Ryobi, as on all of the other machines, that the
spindle was not perfectly square to the table in all directions. I did
find on all the machines that the spindles were square in one di-
rection and only slightly out at 90° to the first measurement. This
had little affect on performance because I simply marked the
points on the tables that were square to the spindle, and for criti-
cal sanding, I oriented my work over those points.

The Ryobi's instruction manual was the best of the lot (in both
French and English) and peppered with safety warnings, although
these machines are relatively benign. A safety switch with a re-
movable key prevents accidentally turning on the machine. The
OSS450's light weight (27 lbs.) makes it the easiest machine to pick
up and put on your workbench. But in spite of Ryobi's classifying
it as a benchtop tool, I thought it, as well as all the rest of the
sanders, was more comfortable to use on a lower stand.

Vega OS-3 oscillating sander
Vega Enterprises prides itself on bare-bones, basic machines and
this $350 spindle sander is true to its heritage. The 40-lb. unit has a
plate-steel base and a 12-in. by 16-in. particleboard tilting top cov-
ered with plastic laminate. Because the top is laminated only on
the top side, I'd be concerned about its stability over time. The
top's edges are protected with a rubber molding. A -hp motor
turns the spindle at 1,750 rpm and produces 40 strokes per minute
with a -in. travel. A line-mounted switch, which is a lot less con-



What's under the hood? The Ryobi's

unstoppable power, which is great for the
occasional user, but it can't be expected to

Convenience and economy in a light-
weight package—The 27-lb. Ryobi (left) is

tic base provides convenient storage for
wrench, inserts and sanding drums.

venient to use than a cabinet-mounted switch, turns the motor on
and off. Because the base is small, only in. wide by in.
deep, it's tipsy when aggressively sanding, and there is no conve-
nient way to bolt the machine to a stand or benchtop.

Three sanding drums, -in., 1-in. and 2-in. sizes, come as stan-
dard equipment and are the only sizes available. They're stored
along with the Allen wrench needed to change spindles in a block
of wood screwed to the side of the base. An adapter ($2.95) is
available for using Singley drums (see the sources of supply on
p. 56). A Singley drum uses regular sandpaper, which eliminates
the need to stock a lot of different sizes and grits of sleeves.

Each drum mounts on its own -in.-dia. spindle. The spindle
drops into a hole in the center of the oscillating shaft and is held in
place with an Allen-head screw. Access to the Allen-head screw is
inconvenient: You have to work from the back of the machine
through about a 1-in. gap between the table and base. Sleeves are
easily changed, though, by loosening the thumbnut on top of the
spindle and sliding off the old sleeve.

The OS-3 doesn't use table inserts. It has a tilting top that requires
an oblong hole in the table when used in the tilted position. The
major drawback to this arrangement for straight-up vertical sand-
ing is that even with the largest diameter drum in the machine,
there is still enough space at the front of the drum for a workpiece
to get jammed between the top and the spindle. Vega suggested
clamping a piece of Masonite or plywood to the sander's top with
a hole just large enough for the spindle in use. Another problem
with the tilting top is that it caused Vega not to include any vacu-
um attachments. These machines generate a lot of dust, so I con-
sider dust collection a must.

Powermatic model 14 oscillating sander
At a hefty 65 lbs., the Powermatic model 14 sells for between $300
and $330. Contributing to the model 14's mass is a -in.-sq. cast-
iron, tilting tabletop. The steel base encloses a big -hp motor

turning at 1,725 rpm that uses a direct drive to create the 74 oscil-
lations per minute with a stroke of 1 in. With the drive unit on top
of the motor, the Powermatic model 14 is the tallest machine of the
four at in. high and almost requires a special stand. The steel-
and-brass gear-drive mechanism is the quietest and the smoothest
of all the machines.

Early versions of this sander had coarsely ground tabletops, but
Powermatic has subsequently revised the manufacturing process,
and the current tops are smoothly polished. The top does tilt, but
Powermatic found a way to include an effective dust pickup be-
low the table and steel table inserts in the top. Two of the inserts
are for regular vertical sanding, and two have oblong holes for tilt
sanding. An optional insert is available for a 3-in.-dia. drum for $5.
The inserts fit well and are easily removed, even with the drum in
place, by reaching in under the top and pushing it up out of its rab-
bet. This is good because getting the insert out of the way is almost
a prerequisite to change the left-hand threaded spindle, which re-
quires a pair of wrenches and working under the table.

The spindle screws into the oscillating shaft and requires one
wrench to hold the shaft and one to tighten or loosen the spindle.
For sanding with the -in.- (the model 14 is the only sander with
a spindle this small), the -in.- or the -in.-dia. spindle, the sand-
ing sleeve slips directly over the steel spindle shafts that come as
standard equipment. The sleeve is held in place at the bottom of
the spindle with a screw and retainer clip.

The left-hand threaded spindle hinted at something different
from the rest of the machines: a clockwise spindle rotation. Al-
though a surprise the first time I used it, I quickly got used to this
rotation, and it presented no problems.

There are three rubber sanding drums available for the Power-
matic: a in. and a 2 in. dia. that come with the unit and a 3-in.-
dia. drum available as an option (about $35). The drums fit over
the -in.-dia. spindle and are unusual in that they are driven by a
removable key let into the shaft. The usual nut at the top of the

stand up to continuous duty (below).

small motor and plastic drive train deliver

easy to set up or store and its molded plas-



Good motor but light-duty drive—Ve-
ga's -hp motor is up to the job, but the

spindle oscillated erratically under heavy
pressure. Plastic mountings and compo-
nents may wear in the long run.

Direct drive with lots of power—Pow-
ermatic couples a -hp motor with a steel-
and-brass gear-drive mechanism for
smooth, quiet operation. The in-line drive
increases the height of the unit.

Built for the long haul—A heavy-duty
-hp motor with ball bearings, an oil-bath

oscillating unit, hardened-steel shafts and
machined and dynamically balanced
parts ensure a long life for the Clayton.

spindle causes the rubber drum to expand when tightened and
prevents the sleeve from slipping on the drum. This same nut
makes the frequent task of switching from one grit to another on
the same size drum a thankfully easier task than changing spin-
dles. At in., the sanding sleeves on the model 14 were the
longest of all the sanders. For most tasks, they left plenty of clean
abrasive at the top of the sleeve so that you could simply take the
sleeve off and flip it over for a fresh spot on the sleeve.

The dust pickup worked quite well with just one minor problem.
The 2-in.-OD dust connector is an odd size and doesn't fit my
shop vacuum. I couldn't find any adapter at the hardware store
that would work, so I duct-taped the hose in place. That's incon-
venient if you move your vac from one machine to another, but
effective. Powermatic representatives said they would look into
the matter and consider adopting a more standard size.

Clayton model 140 oscillating spindle sander
It's big. It's heavy. It's expensive. With a 14-in. by 21-in. fixed,
ground-steel tabletop, weighing in at 75 lbs. and costing $625, the
Clayton model 140 topped all other models in weight and expense.
The spec sheet on this sander boasts lots of features. The heavy-
duty -hp induction motor with sealed ball bearings turns the
spindle at 1,750 rpm while a sealed oil-bath oscillating unit pro-
vides sixty -in. strokes per minute.

With precision machined and dynamically balanced parts, here's
a machine that's designed to run all day. As further indication that
this machine was designed for rugged industrial applications, it's
available wired for 220v, with an optional power interrupt to meet
Occupational Safety and Health Administration requirements. A
power interrupt automatically prevents start-up when power re-
sumes after an outage.

A hardened steel, -in.-dia. spindle is part of the drive train and
mounts a -in.-long sanding sleeve or a variety of rubber drums
for other sanding options. Three of the -in.-long drums come

Bare-bones, basic machine—The Vega OS-3 is the second most ex-
pensive machine and offers a tilting table, but it lacks some of the
amenities that even the least expensive machine includes, such as
a dust hookup and table inserts.



Sources of supply
The following companies manufacture
oscillating spindle sanders.

Clayton Machine Corp., PO Box 513,
Clawson, MI 48017; (810) 548-2380,
(800) 971-5050

Powermatic, 607 Morrison St.,
McMinnville, TN 37110; (615) 473-
5551, (800) 248-0144

Ryobi America Corp., PO Box 1207,
Anderson, SC 29622; (803) 226-6511,
(800) 525-2579
Vega Enterprises, Inc., Route #3,
PO Box 193, Decatur, IL 62526; (217)
963-2232, (800) 222-8342

The following companies offer sanding
supplies.

Klingspor's Sanding Catalogue, PO Box
3737, Hickory, NC 28603-3737; (800)
228-0000: full line of abrasives and
related supplies

Singley Specialty Co., Inc., P.O. Box
5087F, Greensboro, NC 27435; (910)
852-8581: sanding drums that use
sheet sandpaper

Smooth and quiet—The Powermatic
model 14 was the smoothest running and
the quietest machine. It has a cast-iron tilt-
ing top, complete with inserts and dust col-
lection. Because of its tall profile, it works
best on a separate low stand.

as standard equipment: the in., the 2 in. and the 3 in. Available at
additional cost are 1 in. ($19.80), in. ($21.10), in. ($22.50),

in. ($26.50) and in. drums ($27.50). Also standard is a sepa-
rate steel drum rack and 16 sanding sleeves in four grits for each of
the stock spindle/drum sizes.

The dust-collection hookup sucks in about 95% of the dust gen-
erated by the sander with no hose connection problems—a first.
Aluminum inserts keep the open space around the drum to a min-
imum, and the fit to the tabletop can be fine-tuned with four nylon
setscrews in the insert rabbet, a feature not offered by any of the
other machines.

With all the emphasis Clayton puts on precision and balance, I
was somewhat disappointed to find a low-level rumble in the ma-
chine I was using. It set up a vibration on the table surface that was
fatiguing over time and also added to the operating noise as the
steel side panels vibrated. A quick call to Clayton confirmed that
this is not normal and a replacement unit was forwarded. The new
unit was as smooth as I had expected and performed admirably.
There aren't many frills with this machine, but it runs well, and I
would expect it to continue to do so for a long time.

No matter which sander you choose, you will find sanding sleeves
aren't always available at the corner hardware store. It's best to
plan ahead, and order the sleeves you will be needing. All of the
manufacturers offer sleeves to fit their machines in a variety of
grits, sizes and packaging. Prices can range anywhere from ap-
proximately $1 per sleeve to $6 per sleeve, depending on size, grit

and manufacturer. Although a hardware store may not have the
exact size you want, you can often get by with a shorter sleeve
when sanding standard -in.-thick stock; you can find 2-in.-long
sleeves in many hardware stores or home centers. For those who
really plan ahead, you also can order sleeves from Klingspor's
Sanding Catalogue (see the sources of supply box above). They
have most 3-in. and -in. sleeves in stock for immediate ship-
ment, and they can custom order -in. or non-stock items in
about two to four weeks. Several of the mail-order tool catalogs
also include sanding supplies.

Conclusions
Choosing one of these sanders depends on your needs and your
budget. For just $225 (including the accessory pack of drums), the
Ryobi delivers lots of performance for the money and will well
serve the woodworker with an occasional need for contour sand-
ing. But because of its plastic drive components, the OSS450 prob-
ably won't stand up to the rigors of daily use. The Powermatic
model 14 is a smooth-running machine that is a pleasure to use
(but not to change spindles on). For around $300, you get a pow-
erful motor, the only machine with a -in.-dia. spindle and a
heavyweight machine that will stand up to heavier use. If money
were no object and I did a lot of contour sanding or if I had to de-
pend on one of these machines to make a living, I'd buy the Clay-
ton model 140. It's a well-built machine that should be a steady
performer for years.

Charley Robinson is an associate editor for Fine Woodworking.

Replacement sanding sleeves
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