Overlooked Bargain: the Lee Pro 1000 Progressive Press

by Karl Leffler


If you’ve been reloading cartridges for any length of time, you’ve already looked for any and every way to save time and increase your production rate.  One obvious solution is to upgrade from your old single-stage press to a progressive.  The problem is, most of them are expensive – you could buy a whole new Remchester for the cost of a Dillon or Hornady, and wasn’t saving money one of the reasons you started reloading?  


But there is an affordable option: Lee.


Don’t scoff.  Many people have denigrated Lee products as “cheap” or “shoddy”, but in my experience it just isn’t so.  I use Lee dies to reload for the 7.62x54R Mosin and 9x19mm; the Lee Auto-Prime hand tool works fine, and though it requires proprietary shellholders they’re only a couple bucks each.  I have two Pro 1000 progressive presses and both work very well indeed, churning out big batches of .357 Magnum and .45 ACP, which I use to compete in (and sometimes win) the monthly Steel Plate match at Clark Rifles.  The Pro 1000’s biggest selling point is its low price: as low as $150 delivered, complete with dies & shellplate for one cartridge.  Both Midway (www.midwayusa.com) and Natchez (www.natchezss.com) often have them on sale for about that price.


The Pro 1000 works with any brand of standard-thread dies; I use RCBS for .40S&W and .223 Remington, Lyman for .45ACP, and some ancient Herters dies for .38 and .357.  But there’s more: if everything is adjusted just right, you can process .308 Winchester and related cartridges on this press (using the .45ACP shellplate), though it’s a tight fit.  My RCBS .308 dies work fine, though crimping has to be done separately.  You do have to understand the machine’s limitations, though.  I’ve never used mine exactly as designed.  Every reloader has a different way of doing each step in the process, and their own reasons for doing so, but let me describe how I use my Pro 1000s.


First, I run fired cases through just the sizing die (and sometimes an expander for handgun cases), then put the sized & deprimed cases into my tumbler.  After cleaning the cases and separating them from the tumbling media (and clearing flash holes – some reloaders deprime after tumbling to avoid this, and Lee sells a universal decapping die), I install new primers with the Auto-Prime tool, rather than use the Pro 1000’s primer feed.  The latter does work, but you have to keep it fed for proper function, and I prefer the finer control and better feel of a handheld tool.


Now I put the clean, primed cases back in the Pro 1000’s case feeder.  The Pro 1000 has three stations, and depending on which cartridge I’m loading, I don’t use all of them at the same time.  For .45 ACP, the first station is empty; in the second I put a Lee Powder-Through-Expander die (sold separately for popular handgun cartridges, so you can add one to your existing die set), and a Lee Auto-Disk powder measure (included with a new Pro 1000) in that die.  This die expands the case mouth for easier bullet seating and also actuates the powder measure.  On the return stroke the charged case is rotated to the next station (don’t work the lever too fast, or you’ll fling powder out of the case, especially if you’re near capacity) where I insert the bullet into the case.  The next upstroke seats the bullet and applies the necessary taper crimp.  The return stroke from this step ejects the completed cartridge.  For .38 and .357 I use separate seating and crimping dies, so the PTE die and powder measure go in the first station.


The Pro 1000 is sold complete for several popular handgun cartridges, as well as .223 Remington, 7.62x39mm, and .30 Carbine; when sold for a straight-walled cartridge the sizing die is carbide.  For .223 I use the Lee rifle charging die for the Auto-Disk, in place of the handgun-type PTE.  The Auto-Disk can be fitted with a double disk kit to increase its throw weight for rifle cartridges.  Using Hornady One Shot spray case lube makes sizing the little .223 cases easy; I use RCBS sizing and seating dies for this cartridge.  I also have a Lee crimp die for .223, so when making complete rounds I start as described above, sizing, depriming, and tumbling cases first, trimming as necessary, priming them with a hand tool, and running the processed cases back through the Pro 1000 with the powder measure in the first station, the seating die in the second, and the Lee crimp die in the third.

Unfortunately the Pro 1000 isn’t tall enough to make full-size rifle rounds like .30-06 (though the later Lee LoadMaster, a bit over $200, is), but it can be adjusted for the shorter .308 family (.243 Win., .22-250, etc).  With enough case lube, and the press firmly bolted to a sturdy table, and the Large case feeder adjusted up about as far as it will go, it’s easy to size .308 cases progressively, feeding them automatically into the machine with each stroke of the handle, saving a lot of time over a single-stage.  All you need is the same shellplate for .45ACP, and you can get that separately.  The sizing die needs no special adjustment except to go all the way down against the shellplate, just as though it were a shellholder in a single-stage; but the seating die’s body must be adjusted higher in its locking ring to allow clearance for the finished cartridge to rotate away, and the seating punch must likewise be adjusted down to reach.  The Auto-Disk, even with the double disk kit, can’t throw a big enough charge for a full power load, but I built a very simple stand out of 2x4 to position a conventional powder measure over an empty station in the Pro 1000 so that the case will engage the measure’s output spout when the ram is at full stroke.

With mostly the dies you already have, a little ingenuity, some adjustment, and less money than you might have expected, the Lee Pro 1000 can be a very rewarding addition to your reloading setup.  Don’t be too quick to turn your nose up at it.

