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Bike Lathe Hits the Road: Turning in High Gear
Honduras Workshop Opens New Prospects for Mallet Market
May-June 2016

Summary
GreenWood installed an innovative, bicycledrive lathe in Honduras this summer,
training two groups of artisans to turn
wood-carving mallets and other high-value
products. Responding to an invitation from
the American Association of Woodturners
(AAW), GreenWood enlisted Canadian
woodworker Scotty Lewis, of Peterborough,
Ontario, to upgrade a lathe design he
launched last year in the Dominican
Republic with the help of the AAW and its
Turners Without Borders program. The two
organizations collaborated in funding this
workshop, recruiting an AAW volunteer,
Manuel (Manu) Suarez, of Rockville,
Maryland, to assist. The turning workshop was also supported financially by the U.S. Forest
Service/International Programs and contributions from private donors.

Backstory: Bike Lathe Version 1.5
Scotty Lewis pre-constructed and tested a new version of his two-man, pedal-powered
lathe in his Ontario workshop. The upgraded lathe incorporates a grinding wheel and
Wolverine and Varigrind sharpening fixtures. Scotty dismantled the lathe, transporting to
Honduras only the specialized, hard-to-find components—drive shaft, bearings, belts and
plywood flywheel assembly—plus a kit of donated AAW turning tools in his checked luggage.
Lathe construction took place at the Madera Verde workshop in La Ceiba. Working with a
team of Fundación Madera Verde staff and
artisans, who might eventually serve as
production supervisors, Scotty reassembled
the lathe using local lumber, fasteners and
the beach sand that provides critical mass for
the flywheel. Key elements include the
careful joinery of all structural members and
the need for parallel orientation of the drive
spindle and lathe bed (seen from both top and
front). The lathe feet were also modified to
conform to the space between the wheel
wells of the project pickup, as it had to be
transported to multiple workshop locations
Original lathe design: Drawing by David Heim, AAW.
over very rough roads and two river crossings.
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The workshop unspooled over a two-week period in May and June in the village of
Champas, in the remote Sico-Paulaya Valley, and at the INFOP trade school in Santa María
del Carbón, an indigenous Pech community in Olancho where GreenWood began training
artisans in the early 1990s. More than 22 young artisans from a half-dozen different
communities were introduced to the operation of the lathe and the best practices
employed with all basic turning tools—roughing and spindle gouges, skew chisel and parting
tools—to transform a variety of (mainly) lesser-known hardwoods from secondary tropical
forests into high-quality, salable products. Turning carving mallets, bowls, rolling pins and
yo-yos, Scotty and Manu identified considerable
young talent, exciting opportunities—and
corresponding challenges—which GreenWood is
tackling to bring this program to fruition.

Lessons at the Lathe
Most workshop participants had some woodworking
experience, but only a handful had any significant
exposure to the lathe. And most of those who had
previously turned were familiar only with the
reciprocal, foot-powered pole lathes that
GreenWood introduced in the early 1990s for turning
furniture legs and stretchers. The technological leap
from the pole lathe to a virtually motorized, bicycledrive lathe, capable of speeds up to 2,000 rpm, is
the difference between hand-tool and machine
woodworking—with all the
attendant increases in efficiency,
capacity and operator risk.
Whatever the source of power,
the speed with which mistakes
and accidents can occur on a
powered lathe was impressed
upon the artisans, as was the
importance of maintaining visual
contact between pedaler and
turner.
One of the inherent challenges of
any turning workshop with a
single lathe is that only one
student can turn at a time. Scotty
and Manu managed to cycle all
participants through the assorted
tools and turning operations,
focusing now and then on
students who demonstrated the
greatest aptitude and interest. In the process, all participants were introduced to the
concept of “riding the bevel” of the roughing and spindle gouge, “taming” the skew chisel
and employing the parting tool, in combination with calipers and “story sticks” (patterns).
They practiced basic cutting and sharpening techniques under close supervision and with
continuous critique, learning to turn a variety of products and woods to specific dimensions
for eventual production.
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Mallets to Market
The workshop objective was twofold: a) To introduce
artisans to woodturning on an efficient lathe that’s
more appropriate for remote locations without
electricity; and b) To select local wood species and
develop a production process that might be employed
in turning one- and two-piece carving mallets for a new
retail market GreenWood is cultivating.
In so doing, the workshop tested several lesser-known
species for mallet production—Rosita (Hyeronima
achorneoides), Cumbillo (Terminalia amazonia),
Huesito (Macrohasseltia macroterantha), Cincho
(Lonchocarpus spp.) and Magaleto (Xylopia frutescens)
—as well as offcuts of Bigleaf Mahogany (Swietenia
macrophylla) from guitar-part production. Seeking a
balance between the dense hardwoods that might be
appropriate for mallet heads and medium-density species for the handles, all of these local
woods produced promising results, which we are currently evaluating.

Turning the Corner
The introduction of Scotty Lewis’s bike lathe to Honduran artisans was met with great
enthusiasm by all participants. But GreenWood’s core principle holds that “sustainable
development” depends on forging a direct link between good forest management,
appropriate woodworking technology and a high-value market. Scotty and Manu identified
and cultivated some real turning talent, but the real challenge lies in the complex
interaction of all the other ingredients that follow: Where do we harvest the wood? How do
we dry it? Who supervises and manages quality control? How to coordinate artisanal
production so it consistently delivers a high-quality product to our clients?
One of the most challenging aspects of wood procurement has to do with the very fact that
we are focusing on “lesser-known” wood species from secondary forests. Except for Rosita
and the Mahogany offcuts, which might be suitable for handle stock, the other woods
we’ve tested are abundant on the North Coast of Honduras, but they have little or no
commercial value in local or export markets. Lesser-known species, or LKS, are considered
the “holy grail” of sustainable tropical forestry, as the markets have traditionally valued—
and exploited—only a few woods (mainly Mahogany and Spanish Cedar in Honduras), which
are typically found in old-growth forests. These species are in varying states of
endangerment and subject to international regulation. But those same forests are home to
hundreds of other tree species, which need greater value to withstand the immediate
pressure from agriculture and monocultural tree farms. The lack of sufficient demand to
support the management of these LKS is an economic reality and a conundrum that
continues to thwart sustainable development throughout the tropics.
Because the species we’re seeking have no significant market value, nobody else is likely to
harvest them. This means we will need to obtain the requisite permits to harvest and
process each tree ourselves, milling the relatively small volumes of wood needed for mallet
production to appropriate dimensions, before drying the wood to an acceptable moisture
content. This is especially crucial where different species, having different densities and
working properties, are combined in a single mallet with a reliable glue joint securing the
head and handle.
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Tools for Growth
As GreenWood and its Honduran colleagues at Madera Verde continue to pursue the lathe
installation, species evaluation and wood procurement, we have also identified several
tangible ways in which Scotty Lewis and the AAW can contribute to our successful launch of
mallet production.

TOOLING: Having conducted our workshop in two locations, we would like to afford both
groups of artisans the opportunity to improve their turning skills and hopefully contribute
to mallet production. A Georgia chapter of the AAW has reproduced Scotty’s lathe from his
published drawings, and we are making plans with the AAW to deliver key components of
that lathe to Honduras, along with more donated turning tools from their inventory. The
potential to employ a variety of chucks and faceplates in conjunction with the bicycledrive lathe also opens the door to turning heavier and more complex projects.

INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS: Following his workshop, Scotty Lewis and others in the AAW
expressed interest in developing simple instructional manuals, perhaps accompanied by
brief videos, which could be produced in Spanish with the help of AAW volunteers. These
materials would be focused on basic lathe installation, care and maintenance, safety,
sharpening and tool-handling skills. They would be augmented by specific, step-by-step
reference guides for the production of mallets and other products that may emerge.
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