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WOODTURNING
FUNdamentals

Turning Safety
An accident at the lathe can happen with 
blinding speed, while respiratory and other 
problems can build over years.

Take appropriate precautions when you turn. 
Safety guidelines are published online at tiny.
cc/turnsafe. Following them will help you 
continue to enjoy woodturning.
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Toy Safety
Information about toy safety is available 
from the U.S. Consumer Product Safety 
Commission (cpsc.gov) and KidsHealth.org. 
Imagine what a curious, clever child might 
do, and take steps accordingly. Make each 
toy as safe and strong as possible. Here are 
some factors to consider:
 

• Ensure any small additions/accessories are 
securely attached and cannot be removed.

• Ensure metal components, especially rare-
earth magnets, are absolutely secure and 
cannot be removed.

• Choose child-friendly, nontoxic finishes.

• Take steps to safeguard against choking 
hazards for small children. KidsHealth.org 
advises, “Toys should be at least 1–1/4" 
(32mm) in diameter and 2–1/4" (6cm) in 
length, so that they can’t be swallowed 
or lodged in the windpipe. A small-parts 
tester, or choke tube, can determine if a 
toy is too small. If an object fits inside the 
tube, then it’s too small for a young child. 
If you can’t find a choke tube, use a toilet 
paper roll tube.”
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The AAW strives to cultivate an organization built 
on mentorship, encouragement, tolerance, and 
mutual respect, thereby engendering a welcoming 
environment for all. For more, tiny.cc/AAWDiversity.

Cover: Walt Wager makes a hollowing push cut 
across the face of his sushi fish dish. 

(Walt Wager, photo.) 
See page 23 for the related article.
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WELCOME

In the early stages of my turning adventure, 
I spent a fair chunk of time gleaning any 
information I could about the craft from the 
Internet. I remember my three reactions to 
coming across Russ Fairfield's “The Universal 
Truths of Woodturning (As I Know Them)”: 
based on my then-limited experience, the 
observations seemed sound; I recognized the 
author knew how to use humor to make a point; 
and I wanted to meet the guy.

Unfortunately, Russ passed away in 2011, before 
I got to fulfill my wish to meet him. Like so 
many in our community, he was generous 
with his knowledge and he was happy to 
share whatever he had learned through his 
demonstrations and writing. A quick search of 
the American Woodturner archives turns up eight 
of his articles. Search the Internet and you will 
find many more.

Welcome
I kept a copy of his Universal Truths and revisit 
them every couple of years when I find the 
docoument in my files. These many years later, 
Russ’s truths still hold up; the passage of time 
has demonstrated the guy was on to something. 
Russ’s Universal Truths are included as this 
issue’s Pro Tips column (p. 38). If I could be 
brazen enough to add just one thing to Russ’s 
list it would be this: Never glue yourself to 
anything heavier than you can lift.

As we approach the gift-giving time of year 
again, Woodturning FUNdamentals offers up 
five projects that would each make a recipient 
happy. There are toys for children from 8 – 80 
(pp. 5 & 11), angels for decorating trees, tables, 
or mantles (p. 31), a functional platter in the 
shape of a fish (p. 23), and jewelry to reflect the 
interest of the wearer (p. 17). Time to head to 
the workshop and get those elves moving!

—Don McIvor, Editor



➮
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PROJECT

by Rick Rich

Variations on the ball–and–cup toy appear in 
cultures around the globe, from the Inuit of the 
Far North all the way to Argentina, Europe, and 
Japan. With so many origins, it’s impossible to 
know when the toy first appeared—certainly 
centuries ago, possibly millennia. Turn a ball–
and–cup toy today and hand it to the nearest 
child (of any age) and you will be convinced 
that everything old can be new again. 

This project is for any turner, regardless of skill 
level. It reinforces basic spindle turning skills 
using common woodturning tools. Of course, 
the more elaborately you embellish the handle, 
the more you will exercise your spindle turning 
skills. 

Stock prep
Both the ball and cup are turned from a single 
blank. This project starts with an off-cut piece of 
8/4 white oak, although many previous versions 

Ball 
& 

Cup 
Toy 

came from the firewood pile—the project 
doesn’t take much material. Sort through your 
off-cuts or firewood and find a piece of straight- 
grained, seasoned hardwood that you can mill 
into a 2" x 2" x 8" (5cm x 20cm) blank. Locate 
the center on the ends, mark them, and mount 
the blank on the lathe between centers. Use the 
spindle roughing gouge to turn the blank round 
to 2" diameter, or as close to that as you can get. 

With the lathe stopped, adjust the tips of an 
outside caliper (which has rounded tips for 
safety) so they just slip over the cylinder. Check 
the measurement with a ruler; it should be 
within an 1/8" (3mm) of 2" (5cm). If it is a little 
less, both the ball and cup sizes can be adjusted 
downward to accommodate the turning stock. 

On the headstock end, use a skew chisel 
presented on its side to make a peeling cut 
(a scraping cut will also work) and create a 
tenon for the chuck jaws (Photo 1). If you’re 
uncertain of the tenon size, use a caliper to 



measure the inside of your slightly open chuck 
jaws and transfer that measurement to the 
tenon. If you over-shoot the cut and make the 
tenon too small, flip the blank around and try 
again. Make the second one bigger!

Replace the drive center with your four-jaw 
chuck. Mount the blank in the chuck jaws, but 
don’t tighten them just yet--leave the jaws just a 
little loose. Bring up the revolving center in the 
tailstock and snug the center in the blank with 
moderate firmness. This will press the tenon 
shoulders into the jaws. Now tighten the chuck 
jaws (Photo 2). The blank should revolve 
with little or no runout. If there is any runout, 
a quick traverse across the blank with a skew 
should resolve it. Make the cylinder as true and 
even as you can for the next step.

Measure
The outside diameter of my cylinder is just 
under 2". The cup should end up with walls 
about 3/16" (5mm) thick—1/8" is a little skinny 
and 1/4" (6mm) can look clunky.

I like to create a ball that is about 1/4" smaller 
than the diameter of the cup hole. I adjust the 
caliper so the tips are 1-3/8" (35mm) apart 
(Photo 3). I present the caliper to the tailstock 
end of the cylinder, leaving 1/8" of waste 
material at the end. With the lathe running 
slowly, make a pencil mark at each tip of the 
caliper. I find that eyeballing the center is 
sufficiently accurate, but feel free to use a ruler 
to place the lines. Don’t sweat the task too 
much—the ball just needs to be sort-of round to 
work.

Turn the ball
Set the lathe speed to 1500-2000 rpm. With 
the caliper set at 1-3/8", use the parting tool to 
reduce the middle of the ball until the caliper 
just slides over the spinning blank (Photo 4). 
Reduce the diameter of the blank outside of the 
two lines to about 3/4" (19mm) in diameter. 
This will give some working clearance and 
define the extent of the ball. Flatten the portion 
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PROJECT: Ball–and–cup toy
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Prep the blank for a four-
jaw chuck

1, 2. Turn a dovetailed tenon on the end of a 
trued blank to fit your chuck jaws. Remount the 
blank in your chuck with the tailstock brought up.

Mark the ball

3. Use a caliper to mark the end points of the 
ball, in this case about 1-3/8" in extent.



Woodturning FUNdamentals | November 2021 7  © American Association of Woodturners | woodturner.org

PROJECT: Ball–and–cup toy

➮

of the cylinder that will become the ball with 
a skew so that the entire ball blank is 1-3/8" in 
diameter. 

Using the middle pencil line as a reference, add 
two more pencil lines to mark the mid-point 
between the ends and the middle line. Use the 
spindle gouge to cut a 45-degree bevel from the 
lines just drawn down to each end (Photo 5). 
Repeat the divide-and-mark process, turning 
away the wood between the marks and creating 
another 45-degree facet. At this stage, you will 
have turned a blocky ball. Use a skew or spindle 
gouge to round off the abrupt transitions 
between facets and create a ball. A form this 
small will also respond well to shaping with 80-
grit abrasives. 

As the ball shape progresses, continue to part 
down the sides until a small 1/4" stub connects 
the ball to the blank. Retract the tailstock and 
carefully remove the nub on the tailstock side 
of the ball using light shearing cuts with the 
spindle gouge (Photo 6). Once removed, bring 
the revolving center back up to support the ball 
and sand to the desired level. Don’t worry about 
the point of the revolving center marking the 
ball—this will be your starting point for drilling 
in the next step. When you have satisfactorily 
sanded and finished the ball, turn off the lathe.

Drill the ball
It is quite important to secure the drill chuck 
into the Morse taper of the quill with some back 
pressure, especially when retracting the bit. If 
the bit sticks in the blank, even slightly, and 
the drill chuck comes loose in the quill, it may 
begin to rotate with the blank. At worst it will 
come out of the quill and can become a flying 
hazard. Apply back pressure on the chuck with 
your left hand (a glove is a good idea) as you 
retract the quill with your right hand.

Replace the revolving tailstock center with 
a drill chuck. Using a 5/32" (4mm) drill bit, 
advance the bit to where it nearly touches the 
end of the ball. The lathe should be running at 
about 600-800 rpm. Applying back pressure on 

the chuck with the left hand, slowly advance 
the bit into the ball. Only drill 1/4"-3/8" deep 
and then retract the bit completely (Photo 
7). Switch to a 3/32" (2mm) drill bit. Drill 
completely through the center of the ball while 

Shape the ball

4, 5, 6. Use a parting tool and caliper to establish 
the diameter of the ball at the center line. Mark the 
mid-points between the center and ends and cut 
45° facets at each end. Round off the facets, using 
a shearing cut as you approach the rotation axis.
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retracting the bit frequently to clear the flutes 
(see the sidebar for drilling tips).

Once drilled through, use the parting tool to 
remove the ball from the blank (Photo 8). 
Part carefully and the ball will drop into your 
waiting hand.

Drill the cup
The simplest method for hollowing is to use a 
Forstner-style bit. For a 2" cup with 3/16" walls, 
I would need a 1-5/8"- (4cm-) diameter bit. 
(See sidebar for some additional approaches to 
hollowing.) Insert a Forstner bit of appropriate 
size into the drill chuck to produce 3/16"-thick 
sidewalls in the cup. For this project, I needed a 
1-1/2" bit at this step. Measure 1-3/8" back from 
the leading edge of the bit and mark a line on 
the bit shank (Photo 9). Slow the lathe (about 
500 rpm) and drill into the blank about 1/4". 
This sets the outside walls so that after the next 
step, the bit will run true and not wander while 
drilling.

Retract the bit and replace it with the 1" 
Forstner bit. Turn the lathe on again and drill 
into the blank 1-1/4" (3cm). This removes 

Hollowing Help
Using a Forstner bit offers an easy, safe method 
for hollowing the cup. A more challenging 
method is to use the spindle gouge. If you use 
firewood, the hollowing practice medium is free. 
Hollowing with the spindle gouge is fast and fun, 
when done correctly, and negates the drill chuck 
step. See Mike Waldt's video "How to Hollow 
End Grain," linked below.

tiny.cc/
WaldtHollowing

Drill through the ball

7. Use a drill chuck to drill stepped 
holes—5/32" (about 1/4" deep) and then 
3/32" through the ball.

Part the ball

8. Use a parting tool in your left hand to 
separate the ball from the blank. Catch the 
ball with your open right hand held loosely 
underneath.

Drilling at the lathe
For the ins-and-outs of drilling at the lathe, 
check out Dennis Belcher's article from Volume 
34 of American Woodturner, linked below.

tiny.cc/
lathedrill
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much of the waste and makes final drilling 
with the larger bit much easier. If I had a very 
high quality and sharp 1-1/2" inch bit, this 
step may not be necessary. My bits were quite 
inexpensive, so I find this additional drilling 
step helpful even though I touch up the bit 

➮

with a diamond hone before use. Exchange 
the 1" bit for the 1-1/2" bit and drill to the 
depth mark (Photo 10). Once the drilling is 
complete, measure and transfer the depth of the 
hole onto the outside of the blank (Photo 11).

Turn the handle
Advance the revolving center into the drilled 
hole until it makes contact. This will provide 
stability while turning the handle. The only 
rule for turning the handle is don’t cut into the 
cup! Turn the handle to the desired design. I 
copied an old scratch awl handle for this project 
(Photo 12). Sand, finish (including the cup 
interior) and part from the lathe. I used a 
small cut-off saw, then removed the nub at the 
bottom of the handle. Sand any remnants of 
the nub to blend the area into the handle and 
add finish.

Drill the cup

9, 10, 11. Mark 1-3/8" depth on the side of your 
drill bit and use a drill chuck in the tailstock to drill 
to your set depth. Transfer this depth to the outside 
of the blank.

Turn the handle

12. Find a source of inspiration for a handle 
and follow it--in this case an awl in the 
author's collection. A 3/8" spindle gouge, 
always cutting downhill, will serve here.

A leash for the ball
Using the 5/32" bit, drill a hole about a third 
of the way into the side of the neck. Complete 
the hole with the 3/32" bit, drilling all the way 
through the neck (Photo 13). Cut 24" (60cm) 
of mason’s line and tie a small square knot on 
one end. Place a drop of cyanoacrylate (CA) glue 
on the knot (Photo 14). Place a drop or two 
of CA glue on the other end of the line so that 
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when it cures, it stiffens the line creating a de 
facto needle. 

This needle facilitates the string passing 
through the large hole in the ball and then 
through the small hole in the handle (Photo 
15). Tie another knot close to the needle and 
put a drop of CA on it. Cut off the needle and 
pull the knots into the drilled cavities. The 
knots are now mechanically secured into the 
holes as they cannot pass into the smaller 
drilled portions where the string passes 
through.

Trying to catch the ball in the cup is 
entertaining and can quickly become a 
competition to see who can get the ball in the 
cup the most times without a miss. Once you 
demonstrate mastery with 10 catches in a row, 
switch to your off hand!

Rick Rich is a part-time woodturner from 
Washington State. He is a member of the American 
Association of Woodturners (AAW), the Cascade 
Woodturners in Portland, Oregon, and a founding 
member of the Southwest Washington Woodturners 
in Vancouver, Washington.

Assemble the toy

13, 14, 15. Drill stepped holes into the top of the 
handle. Cut a 24" length of string for a leash and 
tie a knot in one end, setting it with CA. Thread the 
leash through the ball and handle (the larger holes 
are at the ends of the rope to capture the knots).

❐



by Peg Schmid

A spinning top can keep you 
mesmerized for hours. For 
children of my generation, 
a top offered one of the 
simplest pleasures and often 
budded into a competition 
to see who could make a top 
spin for the longest time. 
Now many young people 
have no idea how a top 
works and they spend so 
much time tapping a glass 
screen that they are not able 
to make the twisting motion 
to spin a top. So, I decided 
to make a design that was 
easy for young and old alike 
to operate. I hope you enjoy 
the project and have fun competing to see who 
the spinning champion will be!

Design is the first consideration of making 
any top. There are rules of physics and gravity 
that apply but the simple answer is that if it is 
designed to be short and wide, it works best. 
Balance is critical and so is getting the parts 
correctly centered. Use extra care and pay 
special attention to drilling clean holes. Sharp 
edges are also a big no-no, as they can cause 
injury while spinning, so round over any edges, 
especially on the base.

The base in this project is turned separately 
from the collet, and it does not matter which 
element you turn first. Let’s start with the small 
parts first. 

Rough the collet
This piece is about 3/4" (19mm) diameter and 
can be 3/4" – 1" (25mm) long. The collet is the 
piece that you will hold between your fingers 
when you pull the cord to spin the top. ➮

PROJECT

Turn the collet from a 1" × 1" 
× 3" (8cm) hardwood blank. 
Ebony or cocobolo are excellent 
choices, but any hardwood with 
tight grain will work. To mount 
the blank, I use a pen turner’s 
chuck with extended jaws. 
Because the blank is so small, 
a spindle gouge works well for 
rounding the blank. I do bring 
the tailstock up to hold the piece 
securely while I knock off the 
corners and bring the piece to 
round. Once the blank is round, 
turn it down to 3/4"-diameter 
and round the end so that it is 
slightly convex (Photo 1). The 
collet will allow your finger to 
fit into the curve of the cove—
shape it with that in mind as 

your objective. Photo 1 shows that the top of 
the collet is slightly smaller. This takes some of 
the weight away at the top end of the collet and 
encourages a balanced spin.
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A Top With a Unique Twist

1. Bring the collet blank to round and reduce 
its diameter to 3/4". Round the end so that it is 
slightly convex. 

Start with the collet



➮
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Shape and drill the collet
Mark a 1" long segment near the end of the 
blank—this will become the collet (Photo 2). I 
inset this segment a little from the end so I can 
shape the top of the collet.

Bring your tailstock up to hold the blank in 
place so that it is safe and stable (Photo 3). A 
cone on your live center works well; I find the 
Oneway live center with the accessory point is 
useful for small spindles like this one. These fit 
into the holes you will drill and add support for 
the blank.

Turn a cove in the blank about the width of 
your first finger (Photo 4). This will give you a 
place to grip the collet. The center of the blank 
will be drilled in the next step, so don't make 
the cove too deep—leave at least 3/8" (10mm) of 
material in the center. Round-over the edges of 
the cove to remove any sharp corners. 

Using a drill chuck in the tailstock, drill a 
1/4"- (6mm-) diameter hole in the center of 
the blank. The hole should be a little more 
than 1" deep as you want it to pass through 
the completed collet (Photo 5). The hole will 
be used in a subsequent step to install a pin 
through the center, so the cut must be clean 
and free of any debris.

2. Mark off a 1"-long segment, slightly inset from 
the end of the blank. 

Mark the collet

Sand and finish the collet and then part it 
from the remainder of the blank (Photo 6). 
Remember that the center has been drilled and 
the collet may separate from the blank before 

Turn the collet

3, 4, 5, 6. Bring the tailstock up for support and 
turn a cove in the collet to serve as the top's finger 
grip. Using a drill chuck, drill a 1/4" diameter hole 
through the collet. Part off with a skew, detail 
gouge, or handsaw.



PROJECT: Spinning Top
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you expect it to. The bottom of the collet will 
rest on the body of the top and can be rounded 
or flat, but it must be smooth. Use your right 
hand to guide the parting tool through the cut 
while cupping your left hand around the collet 
to catch it as it comes free. Alternatively, you 
can part the collet with a fine-toothed handsaw.

Turn the central pin
With the remaining portion of the blank, turn 
a pin to secure the collet to the body of the 
top (Photo 7). The pin should look like an 
exaggerated sewing pin, less a sharp point. Turn 
a bead on the top of the pin to form a head and 
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7. Turn a pin to secure the collet to the body of the 
spinning top. The pin needs a little clearance so 
that the collet rotates freely--about 15/64" will do.

Turn a pin

Measure twice, cut pin

8. The pin needs to protrude about 1/8"-1/4" to 
secure it into the body with a drop of adhesive, 
without pinching the collet tight against the body.

prevent the collet from slipping free.
The pin diameter should be 15/64” (5.9mm)—
just a fraction under 1/4". This will allow the 
collet to spin freely on the pin.

Verify the length of the completed collet 
and add about a 1/4" to this measurement to 
determine the length of the pin. After parting, 
the pin should fit into the collet and protrude 
far enough out of the bottom to allow you to 
fasten the assembly to the body; between 1/8" 
(3mm) and 1/4" will work here (Photo 8).

Rough the body
Select a 3"-square, 4"- (10cm-) long hardwood 
blank for the body of the top. Maple, walnut, 
and cherry are all sound choices, but otherwise 
avoid ring-porous woods such as oak and ash. 
Mark the centers on each end and mount the 
blank between centers on the lathe.

Round the blank using a spindle roughing 
gouge. Turn a tenon on one end to fit your 
specific chuck (Photo 9) (see sidebar, page 
14). I use a chuck with standard 2" (5cm) jaws, 
which provide adequate holding power for this 
small spindle project. Mount the blank in your 
chuck and ensure that it is running smooth and 
true (Photo 10).

Drill a 15/64" hole in the center of the blank 
approximately 1/4" deep—the depth should 
be just slightly more than the distance the pin 

9, 10. Round the blank for the body and turn a 
tenon on the bottom to fit in your four-jaw chuck.

Prep the body blank



protrudes from the collet. After drilling the 
hole, bring the tailstock up to secure the blank 
on the lathe. 

Create a cove
Turn a stub on the top of the body, making it 
about 3/4" – 1" long and about 1-1/2" (4cm) in 
diameter (Photo 11). 

Shape the stub into a cove, providing a channel 
to receive the cord that will drive the top 
(Photo 12). I use a small detail gouge for this 
task, and I also shear cut the top of the stub and 
the top surface of the top to produce a clean 
surface ready for sanding.

PROJECT: Spinning Top

➮
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Sand the surfaces and round over any sharp 
edges. You don’t have to go crazy when you 
round over the edges—you just want to 
eliminate anything that will cut you (or the new 
owner) when the top is in play.

Shape the base
When considering your design, know that a 
narrow base with a wide diameter will spin 
easily and for a long time—both desirable 
traits. Begin by removing excess wood from the 
bottom with a spindle gouge, detail gouge, or 
skew chisel (Photo 13). Aim for a thickness 
of about 3/16" (5mm) at the top edge. The cut 
should follow an angle of about 70 - 80 degrees. 

11, 12. Turn a stub about 1" long and 1-1/2" in 
diameter and shape it into a cove.

Cove for the pull string The Ideal Tenon

Turning an appropriately sized and shaped 
tenon is a fundamental skill for many turning 
projects. The blank must rest on top of the 
jaws, so the tenon cannot be so long that it 
bottoms out before the blank touches the 
jaw tops. The shoulder should be cut crisply 
for even contact with the chuck. A bedan, 
parting tool, detail gouge, or skew presented 
flat are all effective at producing a good 
tenon; use the one you’re most comfortable 
with, but plan on getting proficient with all 
of them. The type of chuck jaws you are using 
is a critical part of the design—some jaws are 
slightly dovetailed, some are straight, none of 
them slope outward like an opening flower. 
A quick check of the manufacturer’s spec 
sheet will let you know what profile you need 
to match. Shape the side of your tenon to 
conform to the shape of your jaws.  

D
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Leave enough material holding the blank so 
that you can sand the surface (Photo 14). 

Finish
I generally apply a CA finish while the piece 
is still on the lathe. This is a quick finishing 
technique, and the resulting surface is durable. 
But the project is flexible and the finish you use 
is your choice. I do not recommend an oil or 
wax type finish as they do not help to harden 
the wood. A top gets a lot of bumps and dings 
and anything you can do to protect the surface 
will make it last longer.

Part off
Parting a top is a little bit tricky because you 
can’t simply separate the top from the blank 
with the handiest saw and expect your top to be 
a champion performer. The top needs to spin 
on a strong, fine point created with a shearing 
cut from a gouge or skew. Light sanding on the 
point with a fine grit is okay but aim for a clean 
cut off the tool. I use a detail gouge shaped to a 
fine point on the grinder, or the tip of a skew. 

Whichever tool you are comfortable using, 
follow the angle you established on the bottom, 
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13, 14. Shape the body of the top, aiming for about a 45° slope to the point. Leave about 1/8" 
connection to the waste blank to provide support for sanding.

Turn the body

CA Finish

Explore! 
Use the AAW’s 
Explore! feature 
or use one of the 
links at right to 
read Don McIvor's 
article on creating 
a CA finish.

tiny.cc/
CAfinish

riding the bevel through the narrow tenon of 
waste material. You can back the tailstock off 
for this last cut but be prepared to drive the cut 
with one hand while gently cradling the top in 
the other in preparation for a quick catch as the 
top is cut loose.

Assemble the pieces
I use a quick-curing two-part epoxy for 
assembling the components. CA will work but I 
find it is prone to fracture and failure over time.

Place a small dot of mixed epoxy in the drilled 
hole on the top of the base. Put another dot 

➮
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on the end of the collet pin shaft (Photo 15). 
Do not get epoxy on the shaft near the collet 
because it must spin in use.

Put the pin and collet assembly in the top and 
press the pin into the hole you have drilled. You 
need a little clearance between the collet and 
the top, so don’t press the pin in so tightly that 
you pinch the collet between the pin head and 
the top. Allow the epoxy to cure. 

Game on
Wrap a length of cord around the cove on the 
tenon on the top (see opening photo). Hold 
the collet with two fingers and pull the cord to 
start the top spinning. Place the top gently on a 
smooth surface and stand back to admire your 
kinetic art.

Now that you’re an experienced top turner, 
head back to the shop to make several more tops 
and prepare to get family and friends involved. 
See who will win the competition for the 
longest spinner! Have fun and be safe.
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15. Glue the pin into the body with two-part 
epoxy. Use the glue sparingly and neatly; you don't 
want to glue the collet to the pin or the body.

Assemble the pieces

❐

More Tops

Explore! 
Use the AAW’s 
Explore! feature 
or use one of 
the links at right 
to read Roger 
Zimmerman's 
article on finger 
tops. The AAW 
has published 
numerous 
additional articles 
on designing, 
turning, and 
decorating tops.

tiny.cc/SpinTops

Peg Schmid has won awards as an artist, sculptor, 
and woodturner. Her work has appeared on 
movie and tv sets and is in private and corporate 
collections throughout the country. Peg has 
demonstrated turning at several symposia and has 
taught at Arrowmont and The Florida School of 
Woodwork. She also conducts woodturning retreats 
for women to help advance their skill levels and 
create a sense of community among women makers.
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By Linda Ferber

Whether you give your turnings to family and 
friends or market them to potential collectors, 
the key to finding the forever home for your art 
is to spark a meaningful connection between 
your work and its new owner. If you know the 
recipient, you can often identify a connection 
in one of their underlying interests, maybe 
through sports, nature, or a hobby such as 
quilting.

I will share some examples from all three of 
these areas and show you how I incorporate 
them into my turned jewelry. These small 
pendants (or pins) are quick and easy to make. 
But because the pendants are small, they invite 
scrutiny, so you need to pay attention to detail. 
And if you mess one up during the making, it is 
easy to start over and apply your recently gained 
skill and experience.

I discussed the techniques I use for turning 
these forms in two previous articles in 
Woodturning FUNdamentals. I would also refer 
you to Sally Ault’s article on using a shopmade 
PVC chuck to hold these forms for reverse 
chucking and completing their backs. 

Having already discussed technique and form 
in two previous Woodturning FUNdamentals 
articles, I will focus on the embellishment 
aspects of these jewelry designs.
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Stocking Stuffers

Here are some key considerations:

• Weight and size are important; if either is 
excessive the item is less likely to be worn. 

• The pendant will be worn and handled, so 
avoid sharp edges. 

• A slight chamfer on the back edge casts a 
contrasting shadow, helping the pendant to 
stand out. 

• Most of the designs discussed here have a 
slight dome shape. No flat spots and no tool 
marks should be visible. 

• The Cindy Drozda vortex tool or a similar 
spindle gouge is ideal for turning these forms. 

Mirror Insets

Explore! 
Use the AAW’s 
Explore! feature to 
read Linda Ferber's 
August 2021 
article "More Fun 
With Button Inlay: 
Jewelry, Magnets, 
& More" or Sally 
Ault's article "PVC 
Jig for Reverse 
Chucking." Use 
one of the links 

tiny.cc/
ButtonInlay

above to read the 
author's article on 
mirror inlays.



• With all small-scale turning, details are 
important; don’t forget to turn the back!

Sports 
Ball sports offer a logical source of inspiration 
for woodturners. Tennis, soccer, basketball, 
bowling, golf—the requisite ball for each of 
those sports is immediately recognizable and 
the identifiable elements easily captured on a 
turned form (Photo 1). I’ve selected pendants 
inspired by tennis, basketball, and bowling to 
illustrate various embellishment processes. 

Tennis ball
A tennis ball is easily recognizable, and the 
characteristic bright color will make the 
pendant stand out. With an object in mind, it’s 
time to consider the size, shape, and how it will 
be worn. I like to give the person wearing the 
jewelry some flexibility, so my first choice for a 
finding is the multi-function pin back with bail 
backing (Photo 2). The bail allows completed 
pieces to be worn as brooches or hung from a 
chain or cord.

➮
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I selected a 2-1/2" – 3" (6cm-8cm) blank which 
will provide ample material for a 2" (5cm) 
finished piece (Photos 3, 4). Adding a small 
bead around the rim to allow a bit of wood to 
show enhances the contrast and frames the 
tennis ball, as shown on the back cover of this 
issue. I created this transition between the 
tennis ball and bead with a skew presented flat 
on its side as a scraper. The tennis ball will be 
defined by a slight, convex dome. 

3, 4. The pendants 
are simple discs 
turned from scrap 
spindle stock. 
See the author's 
previous two 
articles referenced 
in the Explore! 
sidebar on page 17.

Turn a simple discDesign inspiration

1. What makes a particular sport's ball 
uniquely identifiable? That will be your key 
design feature.
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Pick a finding

2. The finding—or fastening hardware—for 
this brooch allows it to be worn as a pin or 
necklace (with a chain added).



Woodturning FUNdamentals | November 2021 19  © American Association of Woodturners | woodturner.org

PROJECT: Stocking stuf fers

➮

This is an easy form to turn, but make sure 
the curve is fair and there are no flat spots. A 
small bowl gouge, spindle gouge, or scraper are 
suitable tools for these cuts. I like to sand the 
bead on the side to at least 400 grit. The face 
of the ball should be free of tool marks and 
sanded to 220 grit—this face will be textured, so 
a refined, sanded surface is not necessary. Use a 
parting tool to separate the form from the blank 
and turn the back side using a PVC jig to chuck 
the form.  

Embellishment
I usually start this process by exploring images 
on the web to study shapes. I then move to my 
sketch book to practice and develop a design 
that reduces the form to simple lines that can be 
created on a lathe or with a carving burr. With 
my concept developed, I lightly draw lines on 
my blank using a 6b pencil, which is soft, will 
not dent the wood, and erases easily. 

A tennis ball has a fuzzy surface that I want 
to evoke on the completed piece of jewelry. 
Selecting the right carving burr requires testing 
burrs on a practice board—preferably of the 
same species as the jewelry (Photo 5). This is 

6, 7. Detail 
the pendant 
with your 
selected 
burr. Use a 
pyrography 
tool to 
highlight line 
transitions.

Texture the surface

5. Use a sample board to explore textures 
and colors, keeping careful notes about your 
choices. 

Create a sample board

an opportunity to learn and explore, something 
which I really enjoy. Based on the practice 
board, I selected the yellow (fine) Saburrtooth 
ball burr (Photo 6). The seams of the tennis 
ball will also be bare wood; painting the 
seams white is also an option. For additional 
detail, I carved the seams to be lower than the 
surrounding surface of the tennis ball with a 
smaller ball burr and highlighted them with 
thin burned lines (Photo 7).

Clean off any fuzzy areas and gently brush to 
remove all dust particles. This allows you to do a 
close inspection of your work and do any touch 
up work that may be necessary. 

A number of embellishment techniques came 
into play to make the pendants shown in 
the opening photo. To create the basketball 
pendant, I used the same Saburrtooth ball burr 
and carved recesses for seams. In the example 
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in this article I stippled the seams with my 
woodburner (Photo 8). 

I turned one of the bowling ball pendants from 
oak and scorched the surface with a propane 
torch. I then wire brushed the surface to remove 
excess char. The three finger holes I made with 
cup burrs, then painted the finger holes black 
and added gold gilder’s paste wax (Photo 9). 

For the other bowling ball, I used Carol Hall’s 
dirty pour technique with blue and black paint 
to reproduce the typical bowling ball marbled 
look. The three finger holes were again made 
with cup burrs and gold gilder’s paste wax.

Painting
Applying a contrasting base color that will peak 
through the surface layers will add visual depth 
to the surface. I use Golden brand acrylic paints 
for their rich, intense colors (Photo 10). 
For the tennis ball I used a white base, for the 
basketball, black. 

Place a dab of each paint color you will be 
using on your pallet (a plastic lid works well) 
and experiment with blending colors until you 
achieve the tone you are seeking. You can use a 
sponge to both mix and apply paint as a sponge 
will add its own texture to the work. The tennis 
ball is a mixture of two shades of green and a 
little white. 

9. Use a cup burr to create the appearance of 
finger holes in a bowling ball.

Make finger holes

➮

8. Use a pyrography tool to add shading to the 
texture created with the carving burr, in this 
case evoking a basketball.

Add shading

Dirty Pour
Use one of the 
links at right 
to see a video 
of Carol Hall 
demonstrating her 
dirty pour painting 
technique. tiny.cc/

dirtypour

10. Add paint 
to enhance 
the sports ball 
appearance. 
Don't be 
afraid to mix 
colors and 
experiment, 
or add a base 
layer to create 
depth.

Add paint
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To paint the basketball, I used brown, orange, 
and a touch of black. I also used black paint to 
touch up the seams.
 
After cleaning excess char from the bowling ball 
with a wire brush, I blew off the surface with 
compressed air before applying the black acrylic 
paint.

Attach the finding
I use E6000 glue to attach the finding to 
the back of the pendant (Photo 11). Use 
this strong adhesive sparingly and in a well-
ventilated area. Orienting the finding so that 
the jewelry hangs with the dominant lines 
off of horizontal or vertical orientation will 
create visual tension, a sense of movement, and 
ultimately more interest.

Nature
I selected a sunflower and a daisy design, which 
I felt would offer a range of interpretations 
and color selections (Photo 12). I didn't feel 
the need to sketch out images in my notebook 
or practice with a burr, because I could easily 
envision the outcome I wanted. 

Remember to review your design to reduce the 
concept to simple lines that can be created on 
a lathe or with a carving burr. I sketched the 
sunflower on my blank, deciding to orient the 
form slightly off-center to create a sense of 
movement. I thought that depicting only a part 
of the flower would also add interest. 

I used a ball nose burr to carve the petal area 
and create depth and shadow lines on the piece. 
Following the outside of the pencil line for the 
flower center, I made a few passes to lower the 
area relative to the surrounding wood. 

I made two similar flower designs using different 
techniques. The first has a stipple effect for the 
center. I used a ball burr with heavy pressure 
and overlapped the cuts to give a random 
appearance to the pattern. I also used a ball nose 

➮

11. E6000 or a two-part epoxy are good 
choices for adhering the fastener to the 
turning.

Attach finding

12. Off-setting a major design element, like the 
flower center, can create visual interest.

Off-set design for interest

burr for the petals. I painted the carved areas 
with burnt umber paint. 

I used a ball nose burr and a gentle stippling 
effect for the second flower and the outcome is 
quite different. Use practice boards to explore 
the burrs, keep notes on your techniques, 
and consider how the patterns can be put to 
decorative use.

In the August 2021 issue of Woodturning 
FUNdamentals, I wrote about incorporating 
buttons in turnings. The next pendant utilizes 
similar techniques to create a flower using a 
button for the center (Photo 13). I carved the 
area surrounding the button prior to gluing 
the button in place, using a ball nose burr to 



Woodturning FUNdamentals | November 2021 22  © American Association of Woodturners | woodturner.org

PROJECT: Stocking stuf fers

❐

create the narrow petal pattern. I then painted 
the petal area with a brush, selecting brown 
and black to pick up colors in the button. Gold 
gilder’s wax highlights the petals and accents 
the button colors.

I created a more impressionistic flower pendant 
with three floral discs with the cup burr and 
the surrounding area burned with a fish scale 
tip. I tried to use a random pattern with the 
scales to give the flower an organic look, while 
positioning each scale between two in the row 
below. I used color shift paints which show 
up well against dark timbers like the walnut 
selected for this disc (Photo 14). In this 
situation, thinned paint should be applied 
lightly to avoid filling in the pyrography lines. 
I used a narrow brush to paint the center discs 
and avoid painting outside the carved area.

Quilt-inspired pendants
Quilters often pair up with woodturners. 
If you have a quilter in your life, suggest a 
collaboration. For the first pendant in this 
group, my Auntie Em was the quilter. She 
supplied the completed button fabric corsage, 
so all that was left for me to do was turn a thin 
disc to glue the fabric and attach the finding 
(see Photo 2). I think it was a brilliant idea! 

The quilt pattern pendant I made entirely 
from wood used a quilt-inspired pattern and 
pyrography (closing image, rear-center). 
Prisma color markers added a bit of color. This 

13, 14. A 
found button 
makes a 
perfect flower 
center. The 
uniform 
horizontal 
stripes 
contrast with 
the organic, 
carved petals. 
Color shift 
paints create 
an iridescent, 
impressionistic 
flower.

Explore materials

technique would be ideal for a basket illusion 
type pendant; give it a go!

As you are searching for the perfect item to 
create as a stocking stuffer, don’t forget that age 
old tradition of a lump of coal, easily made from 
a scrap of ash and a well–applied torch!

Linda Ferber recently retired from her position as 
AAW’s Program Director. She is the founding editor 
of Woodturning FUNdamentals.
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by Walt Wager

A woodworker friend called the other day 
and offered me some wood that he no longer 
needed. This is a hard offer for a woodturner to 
pass up. Although my friend asked for nothing 
in return, I knew that he and his wife had 
been indulging their love of sushi during the 
pandemic by ordering take-out. I decided to use 
some of his wood to make them their own sushi 
dishes. 

Develop a design
I started by drawing a fish-shaped dish to make a 
template using computer software, but drawing 
one by hand is certainly an option (Photo 1). 
The template nearly fills an 8-1/2" (22cm) sheet 
of paper. I cut around the edges and glued it to a 
piece of 7/8"- (22mm-) thick cherry board using 
spray adhesive. 

Sushi Fish Dish 
Draw a template

1. Create a template—hand drawn is fine, but 
a computer-generated image can be printed 
limitlessly. Attach the template to your blank.



Remove the waste material from the blank using 
a bandsaw or scroll saw (Photo 2). I tried to cut 
as close to the lines as I could while keeping my 
hands well clear of the blade. 

Mount the blank
Identifying the center of such an oddly shaped 
blank may seem like a daunting task, but the 
objective is to cut a mortise on the back of the 
blank so that the circle in the front is centered 
when it is mounted, I made a copy of my 
template (an advantage to using a computer-
generated template) and punched a hole in the 
center of the dish circle. With the printed side 
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facing the wood, I attached this second 
template to the back of my bandsawn blank. 
This helps locate the rear center of the blank for 
drilling a mortise for the chuck jaws.

On my drill press I aligned a 2-1/2" Forstner-
style bit with the mark I made on the back 
and secured the blank face-down to the table 
with clamps (Photo 3). I drilled a 1/4" (6mm) 
recess into the back of the blank to receive a 
set of standard chuck jaws in expansion mode 
(Photos 4, 5). The bit leaves an indentation in 
the center of the hole that will need to be filled 
with a little sawdust and cyanoacrylate (CA) 
glue before finishing.

Cut & drill the blank

4, 5. Expand your chuck jaws into the recess drilled into the back of the blank. Conveniently, your design 
lines to guide your cuts are already laid out.

2, 3. Use a bandsaw to cut around the edge of your fish template. Use a drill press to create a 1/4"-deep 
recess on the back for chucking.

Mount the blank
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The paper side with the drawing facing out is 
the top of the dish, and the circle in the middle 
will be a shallow bowl to hold the sushi . The 
paper will be turned away as turning progresses. 
With the lathe running, the head and tail 
will be a blur (Photo 6). Remember to check 
clearance of the toolrest and banjo before 
starting the lathe.

7, 8. Begin shaping the blank from the dish edge to the outer rim with a 3/8" spindle gouge presented at 
a 45° angle, handle down. 

Shape the outer rim

Check for clearance

6. Verify your toolrest and banjo are clear of 
the uneven blank edges. And keep your fingers 
well clear to avoid a nasty smack, or worse.

Shape the rim front
Bring up the tailstock and live center to secure 
the blank. Contour the top from the edge of 
the circle towards the tail and head. I used a 
3/8" (10mm) spindle gouge (Photo 7). With 
the lathe running at 1500 rpm, the head and 
tail of the blank will appear as a blur, and 
because the edge of the form is irregular, you 
will be cutting through air part of the time. To 
prevent a catch and obtain a clean cut, you will 
need to maintain a consistent tool angle and 
follow your cutting path all the way across the 
perimeter until your cut exits the form. 

I present the flute of my 3/8" gouge at a 
45-degree angle to the surface of the wood 
with the handle held down (Photo 8). This 
produces a sheering cut. A light touch is 
required to allow the gouge to cut through the 
air and enter and exit the wood without tearout. 
The final thickness at the tail and the mouth 
will be about 1/8" (3mm), but you will also be 
removing material from the back side of the 
platter. It helps to draw a line in the middle of 
the edge as a guide, aiming to leave about 1/16" 
(2mm) on either side of the line.

A negative rake scraper is useful for smoothing 
any tool marks. Adjust the tool rest so that you 
are cutting at the center (Photo 9) and slowly 
pull the scraper from the edge of the circle 
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Three or four passes should be enough 
to form a shallow platter about 1/4"-deep. 
Withdraw the tailstock to access the entire 
platter surface and remove the nub remaining 
in the center. Again, a negative rake scraper is 
an effective tool for removing any tool marks in 
the platter. 

Shape the rim
Shape the rim from square-topped plateau into 
a gentle wave by softening the edges. This is 
a bit like turning a bead on top of the platter, 
and I cut each side, working from the center 
outward (Photo 12). I make these cuts with 
the 3/8" spindle gouge, but a detail gouge or 
scraper are also options. 

toward the outer edge while moving the tool 
evenly across the tool rest (Photo 10).

Cut the dish
Continue with the 3/8" spindle gouge, present 
the flute at the 2 o’clock position and cut from 
the edge of the circle toward the center. The cut 
to the center is a bevel-rubbing push cut. You 
can see in several of the accompanying images 
that I have drawn two circles about 1/4" apart 
(Photo 11). The inside circle is the edge of the 
concave platter; the outside circle defines the 
transition to the rim. We will add some grace to 
this transitional area later, but for now, leave it 
as a square-topped plateau. 

9, 10. Use a negative rake scraper to remove tool marks and refine the rim. The cutting edge is presented 
flat at center to the workpiece. 

Refine the rim

11, 12. Begin shaping the dish with a push cut from the 3/8" spindle gouge. Round-over the rim 
separating the dish from its wider outer rim, cutting downhill from the top of the rim. 

Shape the dish
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Sand the front
Sanding the interior of the platter is straight-
forward. I slow the lathe to about 900 rpm 
and back my abrasive with a foam sanding pad 
(Photo 13). I present the pad at a 45-degree 
angle and keep it moving across the surface, 
working through the grits.

Sanding the spinning head and tail presents 
a safety concern, but I have an approach that 
minimizes the risk of getting your fingers 
whacked by the spinning head or tail of the 
fish. I continue to use my abrasive backed with 
a sanding block. I present the abrasive at about 
a 45-degree angle, but I am careful to work the 
intermittent surface at the 8 o’clock position 
(Photo 14). This assures that the spinning 

➮

13, 14. Use a foam sanding pad behind your 
abrasives to encourage even sanding pressure. The 
foam helps protect your fingers while sanding the 
face of the uneven rim of the form. 

Sand the front 

wood pushes the pad down and away as it 
spins past the abrasive. A safer way to sand the 
form is with the lathe off, by hand or with a 
small detail sander. Lock the lathe spindle to 
prevent the work from spinning during this 
process.

I start sanding with 180 or 240 grit, then move 
on to 320 and then 400. You will likely still need 
to do some sanding by hand with the grain after 
removing the platter from the lathe.

Turn the back
Make a disk from scrap lumber or MDF that can 
serve as a friction drive (Photo 15). I glued 
a piece of leather to an 8" (20cm) disk that is 
secured in the scroll chuck jaws. The sushi dish 
is placed against this surface and the tailstock 
and live center hold the dish in place (Photo 
16).

15, 16. 
Reverse-mount 
the blank on 
a shopmade 
friction drive, 
using the 
tailstock for 
support.

Reverse the blank
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Turning the back requires an approach similar 
to the front. Establish the foot location, making 
it about the same diameter as the rim on the 
front, and taper the outside edge (Photo 17). 
Turn the tail and the mouth of the fish to about 
1/8".

Using the spindle gouge cut in toward the live 
center, leveling off the back (Photo 18). Use 
the negative rake scraper to cut away tool marks 
from the gouge (Photo 19). Sand through 

➮

17, 18, 19. Use the same techniques employed 
for the front to turn the back. Note that the platter 
sits on a rim—a wide foot—for stability. 

Turn the bottom

your grit sequence before removing the plate 
from the lathe. Fill the indentation left by the 
point of the drill with sawdust and CA. After the 
CA cures, blend the fill in with the surrounding 
material by sanding through your grit sequence.

Sand the edges
To sand the edges of the disk, I glued a 3" (8cm), 
180 grit sanding disk to a 2"- (5cm-) diameter 
waste block (Photo 20). I use the toolrest to 
support the platter and help keep the edges 
perpendicular to the sanding disk (Photo 21). 

Embellishment
Let your imagination be your guide (Photo 
22). The fish dish is a perfect pallet for 

20, 21. Use the toolrest to help steady the form 
and keep the edges perpendicular to the shopmade 
sanding disc. 

Sand the edges
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22. Let your imagination run when it comes to 
decoration—paint, pyography, texturing—go! 

Decorate the surface

➮

pyrography, airbrush, or India ink markers like 
Farber-Castell Pitt artist pens. 

Finishes 
The same finishes that are used on salad bowls 
should work well on a sushi dish. The consensus 
on the topic of food safety and finishes seems to 
be that all finishes are food safe after they have 
cured. Applied according to manufacturers’ 
guidelines, thirty days will yield a cured surface. 
There is typically no need to cut on a sushi 
plate, so I use wipe-on polyurethane on the 
surfaces. I then buff the piece. 

After use, the platter should be hand washed 
with dish soap and water and wiped dry before 
storage. 

Scale it down—I reduced the drawing to 6" 
(15cm) long and used the same techniques I’ve 
described to make a kitchen spoon rest.

Walt Wager is a 19-year member of AAW and the 
North Florida Chapter in Tallahassee, FL. He works 
in his home studio and demonstrates for local and 
regional clubs. His work and videos can be viewed 
on his website http://waltwager.com. Walt extends 
thanks to David Mueller for editing the companion 
video to this article.

About Finishes

Explore! 
Use the Explore! 
tool to learn more 
about wood 
finishing for 
turners. Check 
out Bob Flexner's 
look at food-safe 
finishes, and Don 
McIvor's articles 
on oil and water-
based finishes.

tiny.cc/foodsafe

tiny.cc/finishlast

tiny.cc/
waterforwood

Watch the Video
Now that you've 
read the article, 
watch the author 
demonstrate 
the project in a 
companion video. 
A template for his 
Sushi Dish Fish 
is available for 
download on the 
same page. http://tiny.cc/WFSushi
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PROJECT: Sushi fish dish

❐

23. Cut two 1/4" × 10" blanks for each set. 
Selecting straightgrain stock will reduce the 
likelihood of breaking this thin form in turning or 
during use. 

Cut the blanks

Chopsticks
No sushi session is complete without 
chopsticks. Turning a long, thin form may 
sound like a challenge for an expert, but here's 
a simple approach that anyone can tackle.

Start with two 1/4"-square × 10"- (25cm) long 
blanks. Mark a line 3" from the end—this end 
will be left square (Photo 23). 

Turn each chopstick in stages. Insert the blank 
into a chuck with small, stepped jaws that will 
close down on the square blank. The blank 
goes through the jaws and into the hole in the 
spindle until only about 5" (13cm) protrude 
(Photo 24). 

Center the end of the blank on the point of the 
live center before tightening the chuck jaws. 

Taper the blank using a 1/2" (13mm) skew 
or spindle gouge (Photo 25). After the 5" 
section is tapered, extend the chopstick from 
the chuck, bring the tailstock back up for 
support, and finish rounding the blank from 
the 3" mark to the previously tapered section 
(Photo 26).

Sand and finish the chopstick (Photo 27). I 
use walnut oil, which is easily renewed when 
the chopsticks begin to show wear.

24, 25, 26, 27. Clamp the blank in small jaws 
with about 5" protruding. Bring up the tailstock 
and taper the blank with a skew or spindle gouge. 
With the first section turned, extend the blank to 
access and taper the upper section, leaving the top 
3" square. Apply finish.

Chuck and turn



Turning Angels
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By John Lucas

I started turning angel ornaments after reading 
an article by Nick Cook (AW vol 19, no 4, page 
44). I made a bunch and they were always 
well-received gifts. I forgot about the angels 
until a few years ago and started making them 
again, but this time I wanted to take a different 
approach. I see them now as a canvas for 
exploring shapes, textures, and paints, and I 
decided to call the series “Angels with Attitude.” 
Wings and halos are identifying features, so 
I experimented with many different ways to 
make these elements.

Blank preparation
I start with a 5" × 2-1/2" square (13cm × 6cm) 
piece of light-colored wood. You could use a 
dark wood, but the lighter timbers are easier to 
color. I make angels that sit on display about 
3" - 4" tall. If the angel is intended to hang as an 
ornament, I turn it a little smaller. 

Mount the blank between centers and rough it 
to round. Turn a tenon for your chuck jaws on 
the end that will become the head of the figure. 
Re-mount the blank in the chuck jaws, true it 
up and face off the end. 

I mark the blank with a pencil line to show 
where the neck will meet the head. On this 
example it’s 2-3/4" (9cm) from the end. I make 
the head 1" (25mm) tall and make a mark at 
this location. Then I use the parting tool and 
reduce the area for the head, though at this 
stage I leave it large enough to minimize chatter 
during hollowing (Photo 1).

Shape and hollow the body
The body (or dress, in this case) is shaped as a 
cone from the wide base to the neck. These cuts 

➮

PROJECT

1. Mount a blank between centers and bring it to 
round. With the work remounted in a chuck, mark 
off the location for the head and neck and reduce 
the waste material in this area.

Mount and shape a blank
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can be made with a spindle gouge, skew chisel, or 
a carbide tool with a square cutter (Photo 2). 

I leave the neck nearly the same diameter as the 
head to support the blank and reduce chatter 
while hollowing. I use a 3/8" (10mm) drill to 
make a hole, extending into the body up to 
about 1/2" (13mm) below the neck (Photo 3). 

I have used all sorts of hollowing tools over 
the years and I find the Hunter Hercules to be 
the quickest and easiest (Photo 4). The tool 
is presented like a scraper to waste away the 
inside. With the inside shaped, I use the same 
tool to gently thin the walls. If the angel is to 

PROJECT: Angels

➮

2. Shape the outside of the body (or dress, in this 
example) using a spindle gouge or skew.

Shape the body

3. Using a drill chuck, measure the depth of the 
body to the neck and drill a hole about 1/2" shy to 
establish your hollowing depth.

Drill for depth

4. The Hunter Hercules is a good choice for 
hollowing the body, capable of taking both 
wasting cuts and more refined, smoothing cuts.

Hollow the body

be an ornament, I aim for 1 - 2mm (Photo 5). 
I leave the wall a little thicker as I approach the 
neck so that there is enough material to drill a 
hole to attach the wings with a tenon. 

I use the Hercules tool as a shear scraper to 
clean up the inside walls. To do this I tilt the 
tool so the top of the cutter faces the wall and 
then gently pull the cutter from the neck to the 
bottom. I brace my fingers on the outside of the 
form to reduce chatter (Photo 6). This tool 
cuts like a skew presented on its side when used 
as a shear scraper. If you take light cuts, you can 
reduce your starting abrasive grit to 180, maybe 
220, or even 320.

5. Aim for a consistent wall thickness in the body. 
A form this small can be checked with your fingers, 
but commercial or shopmade guides also work.

Check for thickness
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Turn the head
I use a spindle gouge to shape the head. I like 
the head to taper slightly from the top to the 
chin area, and then I add a more pronounced 
round-over between the chin and the very short 
neck (Photo 7). I round-over the top of the 
head, leaving a small tenon connecting the 
figure to the blank. 

At this point I do all the final sanding. 
Depending on the approach to coloring or 
texturing I am going to take I might also apply 
finish at this stage. Hut Abrasive friction polish 
is one choice (Photo 8). Then I reduce the 
tenon as much as I dare (typically about 1/8" 
(3mm)) and sand the top of the head. I part the 
piece with a fine-toothed saw just a hair above 
the head and carve off the remaining nub and 
sand the top of the head. 

Next comes the decoration—painting, carving, 
pyrography, or texturing—that will really bring 
the angel to life. Use your imagination and 
have fun with this. I have only done a little 
experimenting with the body shape but it has 
huge possibilities for artistic expression. 

PROJECT: Angels

➮

6. Hollow the interior with a scraper, spindle 
gouge, or carbide tool. The fingers on the outside 
of the form apply pressure to counteract the force 
of the tool. The thumb stabilizes the tool and acts 
as a fulcrum.

Hollow the body

7. Shape the head; make sure you create a strong 
distinction between the body and the head—even if 
the result is a short neck.

Turn the head

8. Sand through the grits and apply a finish of 
your choice. A friction polish is an excellent choice 
for a small item that will never need more than 
dusting.

Sand and finish

Color & Pyrography

Explore! 
Learn more about 
coloring wood 
and pyrography. 
A good first stop 
is Carol Hall's 
"Getting started 
with color."

tiny.cc/startcolor
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PROJECT: Angels

Wings (first approach)
Depending on your skill level there are two 
ways to make the wing. For both, I start with a 
2-1/2"-square × 3/4" (19mm) blank glued to a 
waste block (Photo 9). I round-over the edges. 
For this angel, I turn a shallow platter that will 
become the back of the wings (Photo 10). 

Shaping the front of the wings is a little tricker 
because there is little room to work between the 
chuck jaws and the blank. I use a parting tool to 
waste away a lot of the wood on the front of the 
wings and create some room for a more refined 
tool, but I leave about a 1/2" tenon connecting 
the wings to the waste block. 

➮

There is a lot of sidegrain to cut in this 
orientation, so I try to cut from the center out 
to the edge. The Hunter Hercules works well 
for this cut because, held flat, it functions like a 
scraper and will cut well up or downhill relative 
to the grain. I do try to make the final cuts from 
the center towards the perimeter to get the 
cleanest surface. Then I use the shear scraping 
technique described earlier to thin the wing. 

I usually leave the wing a little thicker than the 
body, maybe 2 - 3 mm (Photo 11). Once I have 
most of it done, I use the parting tool to reduce 
the tenon to about 1/4" (6mm). I finish sanding 
the last little bit of the wing near the tenon and 
use a thin parting tool to cut through the 1/4" 
tenon—a small handsaw would also work. 

Wings (alternative 1)
Another method that has worked for me is to 
turn the front side of the wing first. I first glue 
the blank to a waste block to turn the front 
side (any adhesive will work). I turn the 1/4" 
tenon and then the convex shape of the wings, 
sanding and applying finish before removing 
the blank from the waste block (Photo 12). 

To turn the reverse side, I use either double stick 
tape or hot glue to hold the blank to the turned 

11. The wings will be cut out of the form, so it is 
important to turn a consistent wall thickness. Check 
your progress with fingers and a caliper.

Aim for uniform thickness

9, 10. Glue a small square blank to a waste 
block and turn a shallow platter. The concave 
form will become the outer wings. The back of 
the platter is tricky because there is little room 
for a tool. Use a parting tool to clear waste and 
make room for a scraper or carbide cutting 
tool.

Form the wings
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PROJECT: Angels
waste block. I turn the face of my waste block 
to approximately match the concave shape of 
the front of the wing and drill a 1/4" hole in the 
center of the waste block (Photo 13). Then I 
can use a little hot glue to fasten the wing to the 
waste block before turning the concave side of 
the wing (Photo 14). When you’re done, use a 
heat gun to heat the wood and release the glue 
(Photo 15). 

Cut out the wings
Now it’s a matter of drawing and cutting out 
the wings. I use a 6B lead artist’s pencil (Photo 
16). The lead is soft and won’t dent the wood 
and the carbon is easily removed. 

To cut the wings out, I use a coping saw with 
a fine-tooth blade and a V notched piece of 
wood to support the wing while sawing. I drill 
two holes in the wing to make it easier to turn 
the tight inside corners. For my more complex 
wings I use a scroll saw (Photo 17). 

To mount the wing, I cut a hole using my 
Dremel and a small cutter (Photo 18). This 
is much faster than using a drill press because 
you don’t have to build any kind of support 
to cradle the angel. I just start a hole and then 
gradually increase the size and shape until it fits 
my tenon. I use gap-filling epoxy so the hole 
doesn’t have to be perfect. 

Now glue on the wing and spread a tiny bit of 
glue on the halo and glue them together. I use 
either brass rings or plastic halos that I find at 
a big box hobby supplies store (Photo 19). Of 
course, you could also turn a wood halo. 

Do not use CA glue. I have had at least three 
failures where the halos have come off over the 
years when I used CA. None have failed when I 
use epoxy. 

Wings (alternative 2)
As I was making halos and playing with wing 
shapes, I decided I wanted a deeper wing—

➮

Wings: an alternative 
approach

12, 13, 14, 15.  Glue the blank to a waste block 
and turn the back and tenon. Reverse mount using 
hot melt glue and turn the front side of the wings. 
Remove the form by softening the glue with a heat 
gun.
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PROJECT: Angels

almost like they were flapping or squeezed 
together. I found the answer in a yo-yo. I turn 
a modified yo-yo shape and then cut the wings 
from this form. This opens huge possibilities for 
creating an angel with attitude. 

I started off turning a yo-yo with a profile from 
the top of the wing shape I want (Photo 20). 
I leave enough thickness in the center of the 
yo–yo to carve this area to match the shape of 
my angel for a better glue joint. Then I hollow 
out one side of the form to my desired wing 
thickness. 

➮

Mark & cut the wings

18, 19. Drill a hole in the back of the angel and gradually expand it with a small cutting bit until it 
accepts the wing tenon. Add a halo—either store bought or turned.

16, 17.  Mark the wings on the form using a soft 6B pencil. Cut out the wings using either a coping saw 
and jig to support the work, or a scroll saw. Drill holes for a smooth line on the tight inner curves.

Add wings & a halo

I reverse the form in my chuck jaws to hollow 
the other side (Photo 21). You might consider 
adding tape to the edges of the form to keep the 
jaws from marking the wing. For me this isn’t 
a critical step because I usually sand or reshape 
the outer rim before the wing is done. Now I cut 
my wing shape out of this form (Photo 22). 

When I started this project, I first drew out some 
potential wing shapes (Photo 23). Then I 
played around turning yo – yo – like shapes and 
cutting out wings to identify problems and fine 
tune the shapes (Photo 24). 
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PROJECT: Angels

❐20, 21, 22. Turn a yo–yo form, starting with a 
spindle blank. Part-off the form and mount it in 
a four–jaw chuck to complete the symmetrical 
form. Once complete, use a coping or scroll 
saw to cut and shape wings.

Alternative wings, part 2

I mentioned in the beginning that I look at 
the basic angel as a canvas that allows me to 
experiment with painting, carving, texturing or 
whatever comes to mind. The angels are small 
so it doesn’t take much time or material to 

complete one. As with so many turning ideas, 
your imagination is the only limit. 

I have a million other ideas; I just need to find 
the time to make them. I think the next one will 
be a guy in a tuxedo—I’ve yet to make a male 
angel. I hope you have fun with this.

Retired photographer John Lucas has been working 
in wood for more than 35 years and also dabbles 
in metalworking. He enjoys modifying machines, 
making tools, and sharing his knowledge through 
written articles and videos. He has taught classes at 
John C. Campbell Folk School, Arrowmont, and The 
Appalachian Center for Craft.

23, 24. Experiment with wing shapes, first on 
paper, then try creating the forms on the lathe.

Experiment with shapes



by Russ Fairfield

Photos by D.E. McIvor

These Truths I hold as self-evident. These are 
the things about woodturning that I have 
learned to accept without question. They are 
above argument. 

While the list may already seem long with 
forty truths, I have no doubt that many more 
can be added as I become more proficient 
in woodturning. I also have no doubt that 
there will be arguments on the merits of some 
of those that I have included. There is no 
importance in their listed order; I wrote them 
down as I thought of them. 

1 - There are only three ways to become an 
accomplished woodturner, and they are 
practice, practice, and more practice.

That practice will be easier with a copy of Keith 
Rowley's book, Woodturning: A Foundation 
Course, and learning to do everything that 
he discusses. Follow that with Keith Rowley's 
Woodturning Projects, and make all twenty of 
them. If you do these things, you will be well on 
your way to becoming a woodturner. There are 
comparable books and videos, but I happen to 
like these.

2 - It takes years to become an expert 
woodturner. Standing in front of a lathe, all 
day, every day, for twenty years would be a good 
start. Others may be faster than that, but most 
of the real experts have a lot of gray hair. 

3 - Woodturning is both an art and a craft. The 
craft is in how the wood is cut, the tools we use, 
and how we use them. The shape of the finished 
piece is the art. Learning about other art forms 

➮
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PRO TIPS

The “Universal Truths” of 
Woodturning (As I Know Them)

(pottery, glass, sculpture, etc.) will improve the 
art of our woodturning. 

4 - Continue being challenged to learn new 
things. One year's experience repeated ten 
times is not the same as having ten years of 
experience. 

5 - Never lose sight of the customer/user. 
Anything that is intended to be used must be 
usable. 

6 - You can't cut wood with dull tools. The 
corollary is that the sharper the tool is, the 
better it cuts. 

7 - Consistency is more important than the actual 
profile of the cutting tool. Otherwise, we are using 
a different tool after every trip to the grinder. 

It doesn't matter what the grinding wheel is made 
of, how fast it spins, whether the tool is held in a 
jig or freehand, or if we use a belt sander or a rock, 
so long as the same edge profile is repeated every 
time we use it.

Seek inspiration from other art forms—pottery, 
glass, sculpture. The traditional Pueblo jug on the 
left inspired the turned form on the right.
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specifications, the price is a good indicator 
of quality. 

13 - A 46-grit is a coarse wheel, and a 120-grit 
is a fine wheel. Take your pick for those in 
between. There isn't enough difference between 
60, 80, and 100-grit to worry about it. 

14 - Getting HSS to turn blue or even red-hot 
while grinding is not a problem. But, if you 
do, let it cool in the air. Don't shock it by 
submerging it in cold water because that can 
start micro- cracks in the thin cutting edge. 

15 - Getting carbon steel hot enough to turn 
blue is a problem. That temperature allows the 
carbon to move around in the steel and it loses 
temper. 

All is not lost when this happens, just get it hot 
again, immediately dip it in cold water, and 
then grind away the blue steel, keeping it cool 
this time with frequent dipping in cold water. 

16 - Real woodturners do use scrapers.  A scraper 
is a cutting tool, and it does remove wood. I can 
do everything with a scraper that can be done 
with a bowl gouge. It will take me longer, but 
the wood surface will be better.

17- You can turn an entire bowl or anything 
else, inside and out, with a scraper. It just takes 
longer and there is no reason for the tooled 
finish to be any different from that of a gouge.

8 - The speed of the grinding wheel doesn't 
matter. They all remove metal. The faster wheel 
removes it faster. There is some justification for 
the new woodturner to use the slower wheel. 

9 - The color of your grinding wheel doesn’t 
matter. It can be pink, gray, white, violet, blue, 
green, or whatever color. It can be made from 
aluminum oxide, silicone carbide, sandpaper, 
or a rock. They all remove metal. Some may 
be softer and require dressing more often to 
make them flat again. Others, like the hard gray 
wheels that came with the grinder, will require 
dressing more often to remove the glaze of 
embedded metal and “sharpen” the wheel.

10 - The color of the grinding wheel has no 
meaning. While all white wheels may be 
aluminum oxide, not all aluminum oxide 
wheels are white. They also come in a pale 
green, violet, pink, blue, and yellow, depending 
on the manufacturer and the dyes they use in 
the binders that hold the abrasive particles 
together. 

11 - There is no truth to the myth that the gray 
wheels will damage the steel.
 
12 - A cheap grinding wheel is a cheap grinding 
wheel, whatever color it is. Good quality is more 
expensive. Lacking any other knowledge and 
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PRO TIPS: Universal truths

You can avoid the whole color/composition 
tangle by using a set of CBN wheels. This type 
of grinding wheel was not available at the time 
Fairfield set down his 40 truths.

Don't be afraid to use a scraper, even if your 
peers are watching. Scrapers can remove wood 
safely and effectively and leave an excellent 
surface ready for sanding. ➮



will have already started to propagate 
microscopic cracks through the file. No amount 
of grinding the grooves away, annealing or 
tempering the file will weld these cracks back 
together. 

27 - Sanding is important. No finish can be any 
better than the surface that it is applied to. 

28 - The finish will accentuate your mistakes 
and torn grain. It will not hide them. 

29 - Sanding and finishing takes at least as long 
as the turning, and often longer. If it doesn't, 
you are either very good and don't need to be 
reading this, or your standards are too low. 

30 - Wood cannot be made into something that 
it is not: waterproof. If you want waterproof, 
consider making the vessel from glass or 
porcelain. 

31 - Before using mineral oil, keep the customer 
in mind (again). Ask yourself if you would want 
to use a salad bowl that was covered with the 
same thing that your mother gave you as a 
laxative when you were a child. 

32 - That didn't do it? If you wouldn't put motor 
oil on the wood, why would you want to use 
mineral oil? They are the same thing.* (This one 
always sparks an argument!) 

33 - There is no such thing as a food-safe finish. 
Somewhere, sometime, someone will be found 
who has an allergy to anything that we can 
put on the surface of a piece of wood, or to the 
wood itself. If it is considered as being safe, it's 
because that person hasn't been found, yet. 

34 - Woodturners and chemical companies 
are the only people who believe that “All 
finishes are food-safe after the solvents have 
evaporated.” Try explaining this logic to a 
generation of folks who believe that their 

18 - Any wood can be turned. Some are just 
easier than others. On a scale of 1-to-10, I have 
yet to find a 0, but I have had some that came 
close. 

19 - Don't turn bad wood. There is good wood 
and there is bad wood. Experience will teach us 
the difference. And, a high purchase price is not 
a measure of wood quality. 

20 - Some wood will crack, no matter what you 
do with it. Neither soap, nor bags, nor magic 
potions, nor prayer will save it. And you will 
never know until after it happens. 

21 - Cracking in wood starts long before we turn 
it on the lathe. How the wood was handled 
before is more important than what we do with 
it after it is turned. 

22 - There are only two kinds of people. Those 
who are allergic to cocobolo and those who will 
be. 

23 - Measuring the height of the toolrest is not 
important. Riding the bevel of the gouge on 
the wood is important. The toolrest has to be 
at whatever height makes that happen while 
the handle of the tool is held in a comfortable 
working position. 

24 - Learning to use a skew chisel will teach us 
how wood is cut, and that will make all other 
turning tools easier to use. 

25 - The walls of bowls and other vessels will 
become thinner and more uniform with 
practice, automatically. We will know when we 
are getting there because we just know it and we 
can hear it. Cracking and other drying problems 
will start to disappear at the same time. Some 
folks will never get there, and that's okay too. 
There is nothing wrong with using calipers. 

26 - Don't make turning tools from old files, 
even if you understand the heat treatment of 
steel, know how to do it, and have the facilities 
for it. Every groove on the surface of the file is 
a stress concentration waiting to crack. Many 
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PRO TIPS: Universal truths

➮

*Ed. note: Motor oil and mineral oil are different 
distillation fractions of crude oil. Point is, you may want 
to pause before applying a non-curing derivative of crude 
oil to your woodwork. 



is approved for fine wood dust. A cheap paper 
mask is neither. If you think that this isn't 
important, come back in 20 years and tell me 
again that it isn't.

39 - I have never met a woodturner that I didn't 
like. There have been a few that have pushed 
that statement to the limit, but in the end, they 
are all good folks. 

40 - Never do anything that you wouldn't want 
to read about in the next morning's newspaper.

Russ Fairfield  was an accomplished and well 
known woodturner who lived in Post Falls, Idaho. 
He was a member of the American Association of 
Woodturners and the Inland Empire Chapter. He 
did much to widely share his expertise on many 
aspects of woodturning, including articles on 
sanding, finishing, form and design, sharpening, 
projects, and technique. Russ passed away in 
2011, and we all lost a wealth of his experience 
and knowledge. Many of his written articles are 
still available through Wood Central, The World 
of Woodturners (WOW), and the American 
Woodturner archives. 

health has suffered from “Better living through 
chemistry.”
 
35 - If the bottom isn't finished, the piece isn't 
finished. And, a flat surface from a belt sander 
or a glued-on piece of felt is not a finish.

36 - If it isn't signed, it isn't finished. If you don't 
think enough of it to sign your name, nobody 
else will think much of it either. 

37 - Always wear face and eye protection, even 
while sanding. You never know when a piece of 
wood will explode, and the heat from sanding 
can be enough to do it. 

38 - Do not sand without covering your nose 
and mouth with a respirator or air filter that 
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PRO TIPS: Universal truths

❐

Sign your work, including the date. Use a 
pyrography tool, engraver, or permanent pen.

The bottom of a vessel should be at least as 
interesting as the top. Do something to delight 
the viewer.

Protecting your lungs and eyes is critical. 
Damage to your lungs may not manifest itself 
for 20 years or more.
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