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Unlike shop protection equipment, like a dust 
collector, “personal protection equipment” means 
things you can do and wear in the shop to protect 
yourself from harm, or at least minimize the risks. 

Take off any jewelry like rings, bracelets, necklaces 
and earrings, which can dangle and get caught in the 
machinery. Wear closed-toed shoes to protect your 
feet in case anything drops on them. If your hair is 
long, tie it back. 

Wear a smock or turning jacket to protect your 
clothing from shavings and also to hold your 
mobile phone, which I also consider to be personal 
protection equipment. I zip the smock closed and 
turn up the collar. Shavings go everywhere, they 
even make their way into my closed pockets. I don’t 
want long sleeves that can get caught. If I wear 
something with long sleeves, I roll them up or snug 
them at the wrist. 

I especially want to protect my vision, breathing 
and hearing. I hope the samples that follow, 
demonstrated by my friend Sydney, will help you 
choose what is right for you. 

Impact
Impact is when you get hit by a flying object. It 
can be anything from sawdust and shavings, to 
something pen-blank size, which is what faceshields 
are for, to heavy impact, something baseball-size or 
bigger, which is the most dangerous. 

But even small impacts can be disastrous; it doesn’t 
take much to damage an eye. To minimize the 
possibility of a heavy impact, use common sense and 
look closely at the wood and the lathe parts before, 
beginning, and during a project. If something seems 
sketchy, trust your instincts: stop or slow down.

Safety glasses (1) are worn like glasses to protect your 
eyes. Plain glasses are not good enough protection. 
They should fit snugly and have side shields and can 
be worn over your regular glasses. A similar approach 
is to wear safety goggles (2). Either should be worn 
under a faceshield.

A faceshield (3) should protect your face as well as 
the crown of your head. The headband should be 
adjustable and the visor replaceable. This one has a 
full face frame, so it’s sturdy. The splash shield (4) is 
designed only to protect against liquids. It doesn’t 
offer much protection in a turning environment.

A faceshield can be worn over eye and breathing 
protection (5). Look for a faceshield that meets the 
ANSI Z87.1 Standard for Safety.

Protect	Yourself	with	Personal	 
Protection Equipment
by Lauren Zenreich

1 Glasses 2 Goggles 3 Faceshield 4 Splash shield 5 Shield & respirator
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Dust protection
As we turn and sharpen, there is dust and all sorts 
of things floating in the air that we definitely don’t 
want to inhale. The most dangerous particles are the 
ones we can’t even see. They can lead to allergies, 
lung disease, and even cancer. 

Nuisance dust masks (6) offer virtually no lung 
protection. A better option is a face mask that is 
rated for particle filtration (7). Some dust masks can 
filter out volatile or organic compounds such as oil-
based sprays. They come in multiple sizes and should 
fit snugly on the face and can be molded at the top of 
the nose.

Photo 8 is a ½-mask respirator. It uses cartridges 
marked with a NIOSH rating that determines their 
use and effectiveness. Note that mask respirators 
depend on a good seal against the face, and may not 
be well suited for turners with beards.

The Resp-O-Rator (9) is a snorkel-like apparatus with 
a HEPA filter on the end of each tube. You hold the 
breathing part in your mouth in front of your teeth. 
It is light weight, comes apart to put it on, and the 

breathing part is washable and replaceable. It comes 
with an attached nose plug to help some people 
breathe through their mouth. There are no batteries 
to run down, it works well with a beard, and it fits 
well under a faceshield (10).

My personal favorite is a full-face respirator helmet 
(11) This is called a Powered Air Purifying Respirator 
(or PAPR for short). A fan passes air through a filter, 
over my head, and out around the loose-fitting face 
seal. The positive air pressure keeps the dust out 
(12). 

Some respirator helmets are self-contained, and 
some have a hose that goes to a blower/filter pack 
worn around the waist, or tethered to a larger HEPA 
filter. The battery may be within or on top of the 
helmet, or worn at the waist (13, 14).

A full-face respirator helmet affords protection by 
combining the functionality of a helmet, faceshield, 
and respirator all in one. The helmet is comfortable 
and works well with beards. The visor is replaceable 
and can be washed, but don’t try wiping the dirt 
away with a dry cloth lest it scratch and become 
unusable. Some helmets have flip-up visors.

6 Nuisance mask 7 Dust mask 8 ½-mask respirator 9 Snorkel 10 Snorkel & faceshield

11-14 Powered Air Purifying Respirators, aka respirator helmets. 

11 12 13 14
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Hearing
It’s important to listen to your 
turning…. but things can get very 
loud in the shop, especially when 
a dust collector is running. I can 
use noise isolators such as ear 
plugs or ear muffs, but that also 
eliminates most sounds and I may 
not be able to hear my turning.
 
Ear muffs can be part of the 
respirator helmet, or worn 
separately.

My favorite hearing protection 
are noise-cancelling earbud 
headphones. Because they have 
active noise cancellation, I can 
still hear what I’m turning, but 

electronics dramatically reduce 
the sound of our dust collector, 
which normally sounds like a jet 
engine. 

Another important safety 
consideration is that I can 
attach my cell phone to these 
headphones. I can listen to music 
at a low volume or pause my 
turning to take a phone call. But 
most importantly, if I find myself 
suddenly on the ground, I can 
push a button and ask my phone 
to call 911.

In our shop, we don’t turn on the 
lathe until the dust collector is 
on and all of our protective gear 

is in place. Although some of this 
gear can be expensive, I consider 
it a good investment in our health 
and safety.

I hope I’ve given you something 
to think about. Check out more 
of the AAW instructional videos. 
Thanks for joining me. Now go 
turn safely and have fun.

Lauren Zenreich is an AAW member 
and a member of WIT, Women 
in Turning, who has been turning 
for seven years. She loves turning 
smaller objects to use as canvases 
for embellishments. This article is 
adapted from her AAW video, click 
the image below to view it. 

15 Ear muffs, ear plugs. 16 Noise-cancelling earbuds.

20 American Woodturner February 2013

Woodturning

SAFELYIt’s safe and fun, until suddenly it isn’t
John Kelsey

W oodturning is safe, until 
something goes wrong. 
Accidents at the lathe hap-

pen incredibly quickly, and woodturn-
ing accidents can be lethal. Yes, lethal. 

That’s tough talk, but think for a 
moment—you would be hurt and 
you could be killed if a heavy chunk 
of rotating wood were to fly off the 
lathe and smash into your face. It 
has happened to others and it could 
happen to you. That’s why good 
woodturners take responsibility for 
their own safety by internalizing a 
safety point of view. Your attitude 
is your first line of defense, with 
faceshields and other protective gear 
the backup system. 

And that’s why safe turners, like 
airplane pilots, run down a checklist 
before hitting the “ON” switch, and 
they pay close attention to working 
safely while the chips are flying. 

The risks include: 
•  Body parts battered by air-

borne wood flying off the lathe. 
Most dangerous: irregular and 
unsound wood.

•  Nasty cuts from dropping sharp 
turning tools on unprotected feet. 

•  Violent injury if loose hair, jewelry, 
or clothing were to catch on the 
spinning chuck or workpiece. 

•  Fingers crushed under dropped 
wood, made worse if you’re 
wearing rings.

•  General mayhem if the turning 
tool was wrenched out of your 
hands because it tangled with the 
workpiece before you got it firmly 
planted on the toolrest. 

•  Nose and lung damage from 
inhaling fine dust. Wood dust, 
sandpaper detritus, grinder 
debris—all bad.

Woodturners are at risk when 
using bandsaws, chainsaws, and 
power carving tools, so it’s essen-
tial to learn and follow safe prac-
tices for that equipment too. But 
that’s another story—this one’s 
about how to prepare and protect 
yourself at the lathe and how to 
avoid turning mishaps. 

Felled by  
flying wood  
That’s how this 
blockhead was found, 
after he ignored  
the Woodturning 
Safety Checklists.

No faceshield

Wrong tool

Head in  
line of fire
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ExplorE! 
Click the blue box for 
more about safety...
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ExplorE! 
Click the blue panel to see Lauren’s video...

http://aawcontentsource.org/aaw_cs1_pdf/AW2801p20-23.pdf
https://www.woodturner.org/?page=VideoPPEZenreich

