
Apple Valley Woodturners
AAW Chapter in Winchester, Virginia

http://www.applevalleywoodturners.org/ http://www.woodturner.org/

Newsletter for November, 2017

AVW Officers:
President:
Paul Lion
540-822-5251
sawguy007@gmail.com

Vice-President:
Dave Hickman
540-955-0330
djh@usinghisgifts.com

Secretary:
<open>

Treasurer:
Mike Fraser
540-955-2720
mike@sylvantreasures.com

Program Director:
<open>

Facilities:
J. C. Jennings
304-283-8848
jennings.jc@gmail.com

Newsletter Editor:
Warren Standley
703-395-3785
AVW-newsletter
@shenriver.com

Website Director:
Marcus Cooper
540-665-1839
mfc320@gmail.com

In this edition:
November Notes and Reminders (page 1-2)

          Benefits of AAW Membership (page 3)
Monthly Programs and Challenges (page 3)

          October Show-And-Tell (pages 4-6)
          October Program Report (pages 7-11)
          Support Our Friends (page 12)
          Follow Other Virginia Clubs & Events (pages 13-14)
          AVW Membership Renewal Form (page 14)
  >>> SAFETY During Bowl Turning (pages 15-20)
  >>>  All About Battle Tops (pages 21-26)

******************************************************************************
November Notes and Reminders

>>> October Safety Tip:  VP Dave Hickman submitted a nice write-up
on the topic of safety in bowl turning.  It can be found on pages xx-xx
of this newsletter.

>>> November 18 Program... “Hands-On Demo... Making Battle
Tops and Christmas Ornaments”... Hands-on lessons on how to
turn a battle top... plus the annual display of holiday ornaments and
the annual wood swap.

>>> December Elections: This is a reminder that annual elections will
be held during the December 9th meeting (see calendar).  Right now,
we have volunteer candidates for all but two Officer positions... Vice-
President and Secretary.  The two job descriptions are summarized
below.  PLEASE consider stepping up to help out in the operation of
your club by taking on one of these positions or any other position that
might pique your interest.  If so, contact AVW President Paul Lion at
the phone/email given in the masthead (see left).

Duties of the Vice-President
*  Lead meetings in the absence of the President
*  Manage Raffle at Meetings

-  Acquire raffle items from members or demonstrators
-  Purchase items necessary for good offering {cont. next page}



November Notes and Reminders (cont.)
Duties of the Vice-President (cont.)

-  Sell raffle tickets
-  Conduct raffle event
-  Report proceeds to Treasurer

*  Conduct Silent Auctions, as required
-  Serve as Club Safety Officer
-  Conduct or arrange for “Safety Moment” at the start of each meeting
-  Review practices of Demonstrators for safety issues
-  Report any issues to the President

*  Serve as custodian of AVW property
-  Perform annual inventory

Duties of the Secretary
*  Keep the minutes of the AVW meetings
*  Maintain a set of Standard Operating Policies
*  Keep up membership list of all members and their status
– Contact past or non-attending members and solicit new membership

>>> Kudos to Pen Turners:  Scott Schlosser
extends a huge “thank you” to those AVW members
who put gouge to wood and turned pens for the
Pens For Our Troops program at the hands-on
meeting.  A special thanks goes out to Jim Greer
who “finished up” the project by turning the
remainder of the 36 pens on his own time.

>>> HOLIDAY PARTY AT DECEMBER MEETING:  The AVW meeting on December 9th is our annual
holiday party that starts at 10:00 am and has the following features:

• Wood Exchange:  Bring wood to exchange.

• Ornament Exchange:  Bring a turned ornament to exchange.

• Battle-Top Competition: See pages 21-26 for more information.

• Lunch:  Bring a side dish or a dessert to share... AVW will provide the main dish and
beverages.  For more information or to pledge a side dish or dessert, contact Jeanette Lion at
TurningsByLion@gmail.com

>>> Raffle in December: The piece that Harvey Meyer turned and embellished
with the basket-weave illusion during his April demonstration at AVW (see pic) is
being raffled off to benefit our club... the piece is signed by Harvey... tickets are $5
and the drawing will be held at the December 9th meeting.  See any Officer to
purchase a ticket.
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Benefits of Membership in AAW
Our club (AVW) is the Winchester chapter of the American Association of Woodturners (AAW), the
largest organization for woodturners in the world, with 15,000 members and 350 affiliated clubs
worldwide.  For those of you who are not a member of AAW, we are providing an introduction by
including a link to the most recent edition of Fundamentals, an on-line, bimonthly publication of
AAW that has a goal of assisting beginning and intermediate woodturners learn the craft... although
woodturners at all levels find it to be informative and useful... a great way to learn a new technique
or improve an old one.  We hope you enjoy reading this free edition and we hope you will consider
the benefits of membership in AAW.  You can enjoy a free 60-day trial membership by going to
http://www.woodturner.org/ .  In addition to receiving at home their award-winning bimonthly
publications, American Woodturner and Fundamentals, there is always something new to learn and
discover on the AAW website... http://www.woodturner.org … something to incorporate into your
own woodturning.

2017-18 Monthly Programs and Challenges
Remember:  Each month, on the Thursday following the Saturday Monthly

Program, there is a mentored skills-improvement session from 6:00-8:00 pm.
Date Program Monthly Challenge

NOV 18 Pre-Holiday Workshop... Hands-
on lessons on how to turn a battle
top... plus the annual display of
holiday ornaments and the annual
wood swap.

{tba}

NOV 23 Skills Night
DEC 9 Holiday Party... 10:00 a.m... Wood

Exchange... Ornament Exchange...
4th Annual Battle Top
Championship... Lunch

{tba}

JAN 20 Dale Winburn... Turning a pepper
grinder

{tba}

JAN 25 Skills Night
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October Show-and-Tell Gallery
Evon Barvinchack: Bowl... Cherry
Wood... Walnut Oil finish

Larry Mauck:
Peppermills... Maple and
Walnut Woods... Boiled
Linseed Oil and CA Glue
finish

Harriet Maloney:  Heart Bowls... unknown mahogany-like
woods... Oil and Beall Buffing Wax
(http://www.bealltool.com/products/buffing/buffer.php)

Note:  Harriet described how she “evolved” the shape of
her heart-shaped bowl(s) (see picture below) from the “flat”
version on the left to the “winged” version on the right.

She also presented a heart-shaped bowl that was created by Don
(see picture on the right,)
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October Show-and-Tell Gallery (cont.)

John Armel:  Bowl... Hackberry...
Satin Lacquer finish

Jeff Shumaker:  Scoops... Various
Woods... Unfinished... Took
PATIENCE and a shop-made chuck

John Armel:  Bowl... Walnut... Satin
Lacquer finish

Paul Lion: Pens... various woods*...
CA Glue finish

 * From top to bottom... beech, box
elder, beech, cherry, elm, and elm
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October Show-and-Tell Gallery (cont.)

Mike Fraser:  Vessel... Cherry
Burl... Tung Oil finish

Mike Fraser:  Offset Bowl... Hickory
Burl,,, Tung Oil finish

Mike Fraser:
Thimbles... Tung Oil
finish

Note:  The item on the
far right in the pic is
typical of the small
cutoffs that Mike uses
for his thimbles... the
hollowing has started
and its waiting for the exterior shaping.

Mike Fraser: Orts Bowl... Maple
wood... Tung Oil finish... Checkered
texture applied using a CNC Router
with 4th axis.
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October Program:
Denis Delahanty... “Making a 3-Legged Stool”

While Denis' demo at the October meeting was a lead-in to the workshop
of the same name that followed that meeting.  It contained a plethora of
very-useful information relating to woodturning skills and techniques in
general. (BTW... I've always wanted to use that word in a newsletter!)
Here is a collection of those hints:

• Preparing the stool seat: Especially for bowl blanks (or stool
tops!), Denis emphasized the importance of good, tight glue joints
to ensure that the blank will maintain its integrity during the
turning process.  He encourages careful sawing (and edge
jointing, if necessary) followed by a visual inspection of the dry-fit
pieces to spot gaps... which can usually be eliminated by flipping
a piece to cancel out the effects of edges that are slightly out of
square.

• During glue up, Denis avoids pipe clamps because their jaws are
not always parallel and can flex when tightened, failing to provide
even pressure to the glued surfaces.  With pipe clamps, he always applies clamps on both
faces of the glue-up to even that out.

• With wax paper covering the bar/pipe of his clamps to prevent staining by direct wood-metal
contact, Denis pushes the bottom face of the blank tight against the bar/pipe of the clamps
before final tightening.  This makes this face as flat as possible in preparation for the next
step.  Watch for pieces slipping under pressure and readjust, as necessary.  He always lets
the glue set overnight before turning... “dry enough to handle” might not be enough when
the piece is turned.

• Denis rounds the blank on his bandsaw and, since the
corners will be discarded, this is a good opportunity to
take note of any defects in the wood and locate any
such defects in those corners so it will be cut away.

• He drills the bottom of the blank for a screw chuck and
uses the largest set of adjustable jaws available.  When
the blank is screwed onto the chuck, the bottom face of
the blank is forced against the outer face of the jaws
and larger jaws will provide a mechanical advantage
that avoids wobble during turning.  (Hint: Wet the
threads of the screw with a little WD-40. It makes
unscrewing the blank from the screw chuck a LOT easier!)

• Denis observed that, when flattening large surfaces, very
experienced turners seem to use a cut that starts at the outer
edge, then follows a gentle arc to the center instead of
cutting straight across the radius of the blank.  (Arc is
exaggerated in the adjoining pic.)  This motion makes a lot of
the cutting to occur along the wing of the gouge (a shaving
cut) instead of just cutting at the tip of the gouge.  The cut is
always made above the center until it just reaches the
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center. (See pics that follow.)

• He continually checks the flatness of the stool-top face
because that will be critical to the way he will hold the blank
when he finishes the bottom (see below).  After the top face
is flat, he finishes the edge surface, slightly breaking the
corners to eliminate a sharp corner and adds embellishments
like beads around the outer circumference, if desired.  He
then finishes as much of the bottom face as he can... given
the proximity to the headstock and the presence of the screw
chuck.

◦ Hint... to align your tool rest such that you are cutting parallel to the axis-of-rotation of
the workpiece, sight down along the length of the tool rest and adjust it so it is parallel
with the inner edge of the lathe bed.  With the tool rest adjusted and with a .

◦ Hint... the “3000 Rule” can be used to provide guidance about the max. speed (RPM) at
which you can safely make a cut on a moving surface.  The key number is 3000 ft./min
and, as an example... a circular piece that is 1 ft. in diameter (D) has a circumference
(C) of about 3 ft. (this isn't math class, so we can approximate C = 3xD).  Dividing 3000
ft./min. by the circumference (3 ft.) gives us 1000 rpm… so the max rotational speed
when cutting at the very outer edge of the blank is 1000 rpm.

◦ Hint:  Make every cut a finishing cut... as if its your final cut.  That way, you have
practiced your finishing cut a number of times before you actually make that last cut and
all the }practice” will honee your turning skills.

• Denis showed us a Point Tool that has 3 flat faces ground on
the end of a 3/8” or 1/2” diameter piece of tool steel.  He
uses it to cut beads on the outer edge of large-diameter
workpieces where he is hesitant to put a spindle gouge
against a fast-moving surface that is coming at him as
alternating end-grain and side-grain.  The action of a spindle
gouge would be to start it on the flat surface and roll it from
fully open to fully closed.  With the point tool, it is first
presented straight in,  then rolled as it swings to the side to
cut each side of the bead with a scraping action.

◦ (https://www.amazon.com/Robert-Sorby-822H-Detail-Point/dp/B004HW3HZM)

◦ Hint:  Denis “preaches” never cutting the very top of a bead as it can result in
unevenness between a series of adjacent beads.  He advocates putting a light pencil
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line at the location of the center line of each bead before starting to cut... leaving that
line in place during bead formation... then taking it off during sanding.

• To complete turning of the bottom side of
the seat, Denis, reverses the workpiece
by mounting it on a faceplate using
double-sided tape.  He favors the tape
available from Lee Valley (see second
bullet below) because it has superior
adhesive  and cloth core than other
brands.  The key to this process is to get
the workpiece centered accurately on
the tape-coated faceplate and, for this, Denis makes use of a tool
developed to accomplish the same task when vacuum-chucking... Chuck Reversing Adapter
(see first bullet below).  Denis' recommended method (described below) is a modification of
what he did during his demonstration... it reduces the number of steps and protects the
integrity of the bond between the seat and the faceplate.

◦ http://www.packardwoodworks.com/Merchant2/merchant.mvc?
Screen=CTGY&Category_Code=lathes-acc-tlstkadp)

◦ http://www.leevalley.com/us/wood/page.aspx?p=49224&cat=1,110,43466

Leave the stool top mounted to the lathe headstock.  Loosely
attach the faceplate to the 1-1/4" Chuck Reversing Adapter
and mount it in the MT2 Taper of the tailstock.  Put the double
face tape on the faceplate then run it up against the stool seat
that is still mounted on the headstock.  Tighten the tailstock to
the lathe bed and apply pressure to the faceplate against the
stool top. Wait ten or fifteen minutes for the double face tape
to get a good grip on the wood and faceplate.  Slightly back
off the tailstock and use a knock-out bar to free the adapter
from the tailstock MT2 Taper.  Turn the adapter free from the
faceplate.  Now you can remove the stool seat from the screw
chuck... remove the screw... mount the faceplate to the
headstock... and have access to finish the area on the bottom
of the stool seat that was hidden by the screwchuck,

BTW, the consequences of using cheap tape and cheating on the compression time can
result in an unpleasant surprise when finish-turning a large-diameter blank!

Once the stool seat is finished, removing it from the faceplate involves applying strong,
steady pressure to pull the seat away from the faceplate.   It might be necessary yo use a
strong lever, carefully applied against a soft pad to protect the seat.

• Spindle-turning the legs:  Denis uses a story-stick to
ensure that the layout of the legs is consistent from
one leg to the next.  It serves as a “ruler” that enables
transferring the location of the various elements of the
leg's design (coves, beads, etc.) along the axial
dimension of the blank before turning.  Slight variations
in the axial layout can be very noticeable, so
consistency is a key to uniform legs.

◦ Hint:  Denis likes the OneWay and Powermatic live
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centers (available at Woodcraft) because they have a spring-loaded centerpoint that
doesn't leave a big dent in the wood.  The smaller dent wastes less wood when it is
turned off.  He considers it the mark of a craftsman that he never leaves a “dent” in the
end of a turned piece except for the unfinished bottom of a leg... it signals that the legs
were truly hand turned.

◦ Hint:  He finds a center-finder to be indispensable for
marking the center of each end face.  For a blank that is
not perfectly square, drawing 4 lines will result in a small
rectangular area on the end face and the point of the live
center is located in the middle of that area.  He uses a
spring-loaded punch to set a dimple for the spur point of
the live center.

◦ Hint:  On the story-stick, he marks the axial tic-mark at
every point where the feature is a high spot (max.
diameter of the leg) with an “H”... similarly, the
axial tic-mark at each low spot (min. diameter
of the leg) is marked with an “L”.  The
diameter at all H-marks is constant at 1-1/2”...
at the L-marks it is 1”.  He also marks the
location of the details known as a bird's beak
with a “BB”... essentially, its half of a cove and
half of a bead.  This level of detail on the story
stick serves as a very useful guide to planning
your cuts and have a very consistent set of legs.

◦ Hint:  When turning, Denis recommends always starting at the same end (foot end or
tenon, doesn't matter) and shaping as you work your way towards the other end.  A
consistent workflow contributes to a consistent outcome.

◦ Hint:  As the leg takes shape, Denis uses a skew to cut a
“V” at every location where there will be a bird's beak.  He
finds that it is easier to locate a consistent “valley” at that
point by using a skew and, since the bird's beak is only
about 3/8” wide, a small inaccuracy in cutting the bead
portion with a gouge can radically change the final look of
the feature.

◦ Hint:  He also uses a parting tool and a 1” gauge to cut a
groove and set the diameter at each of the “L” points...
again, for consistency.  Its easier to shape the coves on
either side of the “L” point when you have a well-defined
low point.

◦ Hint:  If you size the leg tenons using a gauge that gives
you a good glue fit into the 1” leg holes of the seat, then
painting the legs before assembly will mess up that fit
because the thickness of the paint layers does add up.

• Laying out the leg holes:  Denis uses a standard 11”
diameter for his stools because it enables him to use a
standard jig for boring three (or four), 1”-diameter holes for the legs. An 8” diameter circle is
scribed on the bottom face of the stool seat.  This diameter gives 1” of solid wood between
the leg hole and the edge of the seat... a balance between strength and the stability of the
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stool when in use.

For a 3 legged stool, adjust your dividers such that they take six steps to “walk” around the
circumference of the scribed circle and come back to the starting point.  Use the dividers to
make six equidistant marks around the circle... every other one becomes a leg hole... the
intermediate points become register marks.    Pick three, equally-spaced marks to be your
leg locations and pre-drill a 1/8” diameter, 1/4”
deep starter hole at each mark.

• Drilling the leg holes:  Denis has a shop-made jig
(JIG-see pic) that gets clamped to the table of his
drill press and positions the seat for drilling leg
holes at a 15° angle.   The seat is placed on the
jig, supported by the two 45° corner blocks (CB-
see pic) on the “downhill” edge.  With a 1/8”
starter hole in the 12 o'clock position, a light
pencil line is drawn from the starter hole through
the opposite register mark to the edge of the
seat, then carried down the face of the edge.  The seat is
rotated until the pencil mark aligns with an index line on the
surface of the jig.  This puts the starter hole in perfect
position for being drilled out with a 1” brad-point bit (far
superior to drilling an angled hole with a Forstner bit).  The
seat is clamped to the surface of the jig and the hole is drilled
to the desired depth.  Until the whole bit is cutting into wood,
there is a lot of noise and vibration!

◦ Hint:  The 15° leg angle is a compromise.  A larger angle
splays the feet and provides more stability... at the cost of
a greater force on the leg-seat connection.  Taller stools
can use a smaller leg angle to get the same footprint

◦ Hint:  Colt makes excellent brad-point bits as well as
Forstner bits.  They make smooth, finish-ready holes.
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Support Our Friends!

http://www.mcfarlandsmill.com/
587 Round Hill Road, Winchester, VA 22602

Phone:  (540) 667-2272
FAX:  (540) 722-6261

Hours: Mon-Fri 7:00-3:30; Thu 7:00-6:00; Sat 8:00-1:00

We all know and appreciate what McFarland's Mill does for our club.  Please stop by to thank them
for  their  help  and,  even  better,  purchase  your  turning  supplies  from  them  to  support  them  for
supporting us!  Stephanie and Robert will appreciate your patronage, for sure.

In case you don't already know, they carry a variety of items from the Rockler catalog and, if they do
not have something in stock, they will order it for you (sale prices, discounts, and specials apply) and
you will not have to pay for shipping... a good deal!  Contact Stephanie by phone or email...

mcfarlandsmill@comcast.net

*****************************************************************************

http://www.exoticlumberinc.com/
329 East 2nd Street, Frederick MD 21701

Phone:  (301) 695-1271
Toll-Free:  (888) 262-7338

Hours:  Mon-Fri 8:00-4:30; First/Last Sat each month 9:00-1:00

Exotic Lumber, which started in Annapolis in 1994, operates as a specialty lumber yard with two
operations to serve the Washington/Baltimore area. We ship lumber to customers throughout the
United States and, with over 130 species in stock, we have one of the widest selections of lumber
available on the East  Coast.   Our  customers include cabinet  makers,  furniture makers,  millwork
shops, boat builders, woodturners, etc. We have no minimums - you can purchase 1 board or 1000bf.
Have a look through the pages of our website as we constantly upload new images... email us, phone
us or,  better  still,  visit  us  at  either  our  Annapolis  or  Frederick  warehouses  where  you are  most
welcome to  select  your  own  lumber  from our  neatly  stacked  racks.   You  can  also  find  us  on
Facebook! Show your AVW Membership Card to receive a 10% discount!
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Follow Other Virginia Clubs!

This is a new section of the newsletter that lists information about fellow wood-turning clubs in Virginia.

Capitol Area Woodturners
Who:  Serving NoVA, DC, and MD... 200 members, mostly hobbyists
Contact:  Joe Zaderecky, President, 703-380-7000, joe@zadareky.net
Meetings: Bryant High School, 2709 Popkins Lane, Alexandria VA 22306... second Saturday
of each month, 8:30 am for skills enhancement and 10:00 am for business meeting and demo.
Web: http://www.capwoodturners.org/

Catoctin Area Turners
Who: Serving western Loudoun County, Maryland... 70+ members of varying skills who are
interested in learning and promoting the art of turning wood.
Contact: Robert Parson, President... rparson@gmail.com and (571)420-3240
Meetings: Thursday before the 3rd Saturday each month, 6:30-? pm at the Leesburg Volunteer
Fire Department, 215 W. Loudoun Street, Leesburg, VA  (Note:  See web site for meeting
exceptions in January and July.)
Web: http://catoctinareaturners.org/v5/

Central Virginia Woodturners
Who: Serving the foothills of the Shenandoah  Valley and neighboring West Virginia... 69
members with skills ranging from novice to professional
Contact: Dennis Hippen, President, president@centralvawoodturners.org
Meetings: Third Tuesday of each month, 7:00-9:00 pm, at the Crimora Community Center,
1648 New Hope and Crimora Road, Crimora, VA 24431,
Web: http://www.centralvawoodturners.org/

Mid-Maryland Woodturners Club
Who:  Serving the Frederick, Maryland, area.
Contact:  Dale Biggs, President, president@mmwtc.org
Meetings: Second Wednesday of each month at 7:00 pm at the IAFF Local 3666 Union Hall
(Formerly the Yellow Springs Lions Club), 8829 Yellow Springs Road, Frederick MD 21702
Web: http://www.mmwtc.org/

TidewaterTurners
Who: Serving the Norfolk, Virginia, area... 120 members dedicated to the craft of woodturning;
sharing the interest and knowledge of woodturning; and promoting the advancement of skills.
Contact: Cliff Guard, President, pres@tidewaterturners.net
Meetings:  Fourth Tuesday of each month (except December), 6:30-8:30 pm, at the Woodcraft
of Norfolk/Virginia Beach (The Shops at JANAF... map link provided)
Web: http://tidewaterturners.net/
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Follow Other Virginia Clubs! (cont.)

Woodturners of the Virginias
Who: Serving the foothills of the Shenandoah  Valley and neighboring West Virginia... 60
members with skills ranging from novice to professional
Contact: info@woodturnersofhtevirginias.org
Meetings: First and third Saturdays of each month, 9:00 am – noon, at Peter Shoemaker's
"Phoenix Shop" at 5906 Main St., Mount Jackson, VA.  The 3rd Saturday meeting is a “skills
enhancement” session for hands-on, skill-building activities.)
Web: http://www.woodturnersofthevirginias.org/

Apple Valley Woodturners Membership Renewal for 2017

Membership Type (check one): Individual ($30) _____ Family ($35) _____

(check one): New _____ Renewal _____

Name:  _______________________________________________________

Address:  _____________________________________________________

City, State, ZIP:  ________________________________________________

Phone:  ( )  - Alt. Phone:  ( )  -

Email:  _______________________________________________

Emergency Contact Name:  ________________________________________

Contact Phone:  ( )  -

AAW Member (yes/no): ________

Active-duty Military (yes/no)? ________   ($10 discount)    Branch? ____________

Already a member of an AAW affiliate club (yes/no)? ________     ($10 discount)

Club name: ______________________________

Check #: _______ Amount: ________ Date: ___________________

Mail to Treasurer Mike Fraser, 329 Russell Road, Berryville, VA  22661
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Safety Lessons: Twenty Ways 
Not To Turn A Bowl
Nick Cook

W
hen it was suggested that 
I write this article, I won-
dered if it was because 

someone thought I didn’t know how 
to turn a bowl. I was assured that I 
drew this assignment not because 
I’m inexperienced at bowl turning 
but rather because I have had so 
many woodturning students. 

I have been teaching woodturning 
for more than 20 years, and many 
of the classes have been basic, for 
beginners, or an introduction to 
woodturning. You can ask anyone 
who has been involved in one of 
these classes and they will tell you 
that my most frequently used direc-
tion is: “Stop, don’t do that!”

 Anyone who teaches basics at John 
C. Campbell, Appalachian Craft 
Center, Arrowmont, or Anderson 
Ranch Craft Center expects to have 
raw beginners in a class. We also 
expect novices with just a little expe-
rience and even expect a few who 
have been turning for a number  
of years. 

The teacher’s challenge is  
getting all of the students on the 
same page in the same book at the 
same time. Adult learners seem to 
have their own ideas about how 
to turn, and some are not the least 
interested in how I want them to 
turn. Some are self-taught; some 
have attended other classes. Others 

have read woodturning books and 
watched videos.
 And others … must have been 
time-traveling to their eighth-grade 
shop classes when someone was at-
tempting to instruct them.

The right stock
One of the biggest problems  
teachers face is that many students 
are itching to turn a really large bowl 
the first time they step up to the 
lathe. Or, they lug in something that 
cost them big bucks.
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No matter how eager you are to turn your first “keeper,” don’t begin turning with large or ex-
pensive stock. The 8”-diameter stock on the headstock is more appropriate.  
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Safety LeSSonS: tWenty WayS not to turn a BoWL  •  17www.woodturner.org

Stop! Don’t do that!

1Too big. You will learn a lot 
more about turning techniques 

by turning lots of small, shallow 
bowls than you ever will by turn-
ing one or two really large pieces. 

2 Too valuable. Whatever you 
do, do not pay for practice 

wood. There is plenty of free 
wood out there—the stuff really 
does grow on trees. Ask around at 
your AAW chapter; you’ll find a 
resourceful group with plenty of 
practice pieces.

3 Too hard. Green wood is a 
great way to start. Wood lots 

and local tree cutters are great 
sources for practice materials. 

4 Too deep. Start out with a 
small (8"-diameter) platter be-

fore attempting any type of bowl. 
When you are comfortable with 
that, transition to a shallow bowl—
just slightly deeper, but still about 
8" in diameter. 
 Keep the form open rather than 
making the openings smaller. The 
smaller the opening, the harder it 
is to cut the interior.

5 Not ready for prime time, 
(or finish). Don’t worry about 

applying finish to anything—that 
will come later. Think practice 
pieces. I suggest that you use a 
screw chuck or faceplate and turn 
shapes that resemble bowl forms 
until you get to the point of  
becoming comfortable with the 
bowl gouge. When you get to 
where you do not have to think 
about what the tool is doing, you 
are ready to turn a bowl. Once you 
get a few decent-looking forms, 
turn the bowl around and begin 
hollowing the interior. Then, get 
out the finish.
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The right speed
Too often, novice woodturners go 
from turning spindles to turning 
bowls without adjusting the lathe 
speed. Too big and too fast is a 
deadly combination.

Stop! Don’t do that!

6 Too much speed. Before 
mounting stock between 

centers or on a faceplate or chuck, 
switch on the lathe without any-
thing mounted. This will give you 
the opportunity to see where the 
speed was set when the lathe was 
last used. Developing this habit 
will prevent an accident.
 I encourage students to reduce 
the speed of their machines at the 
end of every turning session. This 
is easy on variable-speed lathes, 
but I meet resistance to this when 
students are learning on machines 
with step pulleys. Do it anyway; 
it’s never too early to develop good 
safety habits.

7 Too much of a hurry. Another 
problem that can ruin your day 

occurs when you have a large piece 
on the lathe and stop the machine 
too quickly. This happened to my 

friend Andy Marinos, who sug-
gested adding this tip to the Don’t 
Do! list. 
 To turn the bottom of a bowl, 
Andy mounted his large flat jaws 
on his scroll chuck and mounted 
the rim of the bowl in the jaws. 
Without checking the speed, he 
turned on the lathe. It was going 
much too fast for the task at hand. 
Andy quickly hit the stop button 
on the machine, and the motor 
stopped. But, the chuck and the 
bowl had enough momentum to 
keep spinning—even with the 
lathe stopped. When it came off 
the spindle, the assembly caught 
his hand between it and the tool 
rest. Andy’s wound required  
numerous stitches.
 Here’s a safer plan: Start the 
lathe at a low speed or use the  
setscrew in the chuck to lock it 
onto the spindle.

8 Standing in the wrong place. 
You should always stand to one 

side of the workpiece (out of the 
path of the spinning blank) when 
you turn on your lathe as shown in 
the photo above.

Here’s a good habit to develop: Before you 
turn on your lathe, always stand to the left 
or right of the chuck.
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The right tool
Before anyone stands in front of a 
lathe, I review all of the tools, their 
uses, and how to sharpen each.  
I identify each tool, explain how 
it is used, show how to sharpen it, 
and also show the various cuts that 
can be made. I also explain what 
each tool is not designed to do. But 
sometimes, that’s not enough.
 
Stop! Don’t do that!

9 No roughing-out gouge for 
bowl work. For bowl turning, 

never turn with a roughing gouge. 
This should be a no-brainer, but 
I have seen it done. In my mind, 
this tool should be referred to as a 
spindle roughing gouge. 

 Here’s a classic example. One 
student mounted a large, square 
blank on a lightweight lathe and 
turned it on at too high of speed. 
Needless to say, I screamed from 
across the room, “Stop, don’t do 
that!” When I got to where he was 
working, I also discovered that he 
was about to attack the piece with 
a 1¼" spindle roughing gouge. Oh, 
and it wasn’t sharpened yet; it had 
just come out of the box. 
 You should not use the skew on 
a bowl either!

10 Big gap at tool rest. One of 
the most common problems 

is extending the tool too far out 
over the tool rest. Many times, 
students will continue cutting 
without moving the rest any closer 
to the blank. Once the tool extends 
more than 1" or so beyond the rest, 
stop the machine and move the 

Skew—No!

Spindle Roughing Gouge—No!

Bowl Gouge—Yes!

As your bowl takes shape, stop the lathe 
frequently and move the tool rest to about 
1”  from the stock. 

The bowl gouge, top, is the only one of the 
three lathe tools you should use for your 
bowl projects.
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tool rest closer. Lathe tools have 
been known to break over the tool 
rest—a very bad thing.
 The height of the tool rest is 
determined by the tool you are 
using and your height and stance. 
Always place the tool on the rest 
first, touch the back of the tool 
to the blank, then gently lift the 
tool handle until the bevel makes 
contact with the wood. This will 
ensure the bevel supports the cut-
ting edge. You will be less likely to 
get catches this way.

11 Moving tool rest with lathe 
running. Don’t even think 

about it! Never move the tool rest 
with the lathe running.

12 Not following the curve. It 
is not uncommon for a  

beginner to make straight cuts 

along the length of the tool rest, 
correctly move the rest closer but 
continue to cut in a straight line. To 
produce better profiles, move the 
tool rest around the shape of the 
bowl. The result is a cone-shaped 
bowl. This is where a curved tool 
rest can be helpful, although not 
a necessity.
 Work on a continuous curve—
not thinness.

13 Wrong direction. For face-
grain bowls, cut uphill or 

from bottom to top on the exterior 
of the bowl.  On the interior of 
your bowl, cut downhill or from 
the rim to the center.

14 No body movement. You 
are not bolted to the floor. To 

produce better curves, use your 
body and move it through an arch. 
Learn that “woodturner’s sway.” 

When turning the outside of a face-grain 
bowl, turn from the bottom to the top 
(sometimes described as uphill).

When you remove stock from the interior of 
a face-grain bowl, always begin at the rim  
and work toward the center (also described 
as downhill).
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 Place the tool handle against 
your hip and hold the handle with 
your right hand near the shaft and 
your left hand on the tool rest. 
Keep your left hand on the tool 
rest throughout the cut to provide 
additional support. Remember, if 
you move your feet, you move the 
pivot and lose the curve. Learn to 
swing your body, but don’t move 
your feet. 

15 Dull tools. Beginners also 
have a problem determin-

ing whether a tool is sharp or not. 
It takes experience to be able to 
tell. Different woods react differ-
ently to being cut. Most beginners 
merely increase pressure as the 
cutting edge gets dull. This can  
be dangerous. 
 When in doubt, sharpen the tool. 
And, the best way to sharpen a 
tool for beginners is with jigs and 
fixtures; they all work, and they all 
provide excellent results. Hand-
sharpening also works after you 
learn what you are doing, but the 
jigs and fixtures will provide con-
sistent results each and every time.
 Be sure to touch up your edge 
on the grinder before making your 
final cut. A dull tool will pull or 
tear at the fibers, leaving a surface 
that you can’t sand smooth. This is 
especially true on end grain. 
 Each instructor will show you 
his or her favorite grind for the 
bowl gouge. They all work if you 
take the time to learn how to use 
them. It is more important that you 
learn to consistently reproduce the 
grind you are using than which 
profile you choose.
 Grinding by hand is important 
to learn, but for the beginner, jigs 
and fixtures are a great help. 

16 Too much pressure. An-
other common problem is 

applying too much pressure when 

cutting the surface. This will force 
the heel of the tool into the surface 
and bruise the fibers, leaving lines 
that remain invisible until you  
apply finish. Yikes! 
 These lines are almost impos-
sible to sand away. You must recut 
the surface. Relax and let the cut-
ting edge do the work rather than 
forcing it.

The right mount
A lot of bowl-turning problems 
begin with how the material is 
attached to the lathe. Because 
every new lathe is shipped with a 
faceplate, this is the obvious choice 
for the beginning woodturner.
 
Stop! Don’t do that!

17 Wrong screws. Trouble 
can begin at the first step 

when you screw the blank to the 
faceplate. Here, several problems 
can occur. It usually starts with 
drywall screws; they are too thin 
and too brittle. You exacerbate the 
problem when you draw up dry-
wall screws with a power screw-

driver, which pulls them up tight 
and snaps them. 
 Sheet metal screws are a better 
choice to attach turning stock to a 
faceplate. These screws are case-
hardened and have deeper and 
sharper threads. Make sure you 
choose a length that is appropriate. 
Square-drive screws are also popu-
lar and are much easier to remove 
from hardwood.
 For securing turning stock, one 
size does not fit all. For an 8"- 
diameter blank that is up to about 
2" thick, I recommend #8×¾" 
screws. For a 14×8" blank, secure 
with #14×1½" hardened screws. 

18 Difficult grain. You must 
also consider the material 

you will be putting the screws 
into. End grain requires larger and 
longer screws. Beware of punky 
or spalted woods; once the wood 
has started to decay, it is extremely 
difficult to get a screw to hold.   
 Sapwood does not hold screws 
as well as heartwood. To be on the 
safe side, bring up the tailstock 
with a live center for insurance. 
This will give additional support if 
the screws do not hold.

A grinding jig helps many new turners repeat the same bevel on a lathe tool. 

Page 19 of 26



Safety LeSSonS: tWenty WayS not to turn a BoWL  •  21www.woodturner.org

 Choose turning stock that offers 
a better chance for success. Dale 
Nish says it best: “Life is too short 
to turn crappy wood!”

19 Poor grip. Once you get  
excited about turning, it 

probably won’t be long before you 
purchase a 4-jaw scroll chuck, 
which I think holds material better 
on the lathe. However, this chuck 
has its own set of challenges.
 I have had many instances 
where students have made  
tenons too small or the recesses too 
shallow. Either case can cause the 
blank to separate from the chuck.  
 Punky wood and sapwood  
present the same challenges and 
grain problems as noted above.

20 Loose fit. Green wood 
requires you to tighten the 

jaws of the chuck repeatedly as 
moisture is forced from the blank. 
Just as with the faceplate, remem-

ber to use the tailstock and center 
whenever possible. 
 Turn safely and have fun. But by 
all means, think about what you 
are doing and consider the risks 
involved. If you are unsure, ask 
someone with more experience. If 
it looks dangerous, it probably is. 
 “Stop, don’t do that!”

Nick Cook (nickcook@earthlink.net) is  
an American Woodturner contributing 
editor. Nick, who lives in Marietta,  
Georgia, will teach afternoons in the 
Youth Turning Room at the AAW  
symposium in Louisville.

If you want your bowl to stay in the chuck, 
you’ll learn the value of properly sizing  
the tenon. If the chuck loosens, the bowl  
will fly out off the lathe.

Sheet-metal screws should be your only choice for mounting turning stock to faceplates.  
At right, you can see how a drywall screw can break off , which leads to huge safety issues.
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The light conversation dies down 
and nerves kick in. The ten-
sion in the darkened basement 

builds. Everyone finds a place—the 
start time draws near. A hush falls over 
the room. A blinding glare erupts as 
spotlights hung from the ceiling are 
suddenly turned on. The ring of light 
illuminates...the Battle Top Arena! 

Annually, members of the Keystone 
Wood Turners (KWT) from eastern 
Pennsylvania gather in a darkened 
basement shop around this Battle Top 
Arena. It has a gleaming 30"- (76cm-) 
wide piece of maple turned into a 
stepped, slightly concaved dish. The 
sides are 2¾"- (7cm-) high Plexiglas and 
four starting blocks are fitted into open-
ings in the Plexiglas. The arena sits atop 
a 40"- (100cm-) high base (Photo 1). 

It is the start of our annual Battle Top 
Event. Turners who have not yet partici-
pated question why all the fuss—there 
are no motors involved nor any drink-
ing. Why would adults gather so excit-
edly to play with what could be con-
sidered a kid’s toy? Once it’s explained, 
most quickly understand. 

It is a big event with plenty of good-
natured competition, and it’s more 
than that. This competition helps build 
group camaraderie while we play with 
what we have turned. Entrants make 
a top just like everyone else’s and the 
same length string is wrapped around 
it. Hold onto the knob on the string, 
give it a yank, and the competition 
begins. Tops careen erratically around 
the arena banging together, sending 
some flying. Things settle down a bit 
and tops start to dance and circle each 
other. Some look like prizefighters as 
they drop in now and then to take a 
shot and circle out of the way. Other 
tops careen toward them and at the last 
second, they deftly spin out of the way. 

In the end, only two tops are still 
spinning. With little momentum left, 
they become wobbly and look punch 
drunk. The crowd pushes closer to 
see whose top topples first. It’s at that 

point the two competitors wonder out 
loud if they did enough. The crowd 
joins the speculation: Was the shape 
correct? The weight evenly spaced? 
Was the string wound the correct 
way? In the end, one top falls over; the 
other is gloriously spinning alone. In 
that instance, you have your answers. 
Whether or not the differing opinion 
has anything to do with the winner’s 
top, he or she can forever say, Yeah, but 
my top beat your top! 

Running the event 
We run the event like most bracket-
type eliminations. Early testing showed 
how important it was to limit weight 
and design options, so there is a pre-
race weights and measure phase. We 
want to have a long battle with as much 
action as possible—everybody remem-
bers those early-phase, thirty-second  

knockout prizefights. They were excit-
ing…for about thirty seconds. We now 
restrict weight and contact areas to 
ensure all entries have a fair chance to 
bang around a bit. 

Each combatant is given a number 
and his or her top is placed in a 
holding block so no one is tempted 
to fine-tune their top during heats—
although everyone just holds their top 
between heats anyway. Our holding 
block is a stand with numbers on it.

We use software designed for running 
Cub Scout pinewood derby races to 
determine heats and scoring. An alterna-
tive method is to number each entry, 
then number tongue depressors simi-
larly and place them, numbers down, in 
a container. Before each heat, draw four 
sticks at random: The first stick drawn 
starts at gate #1 and so on. The tops are 
placed in the gates with 30"-long strings 

Photo 1. The  
battle top arena is 

ready for action. 
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wound around them, and on ready, set, 
go! strings are pulled and they’re off! A 
club member removes the fallen tops 
from the rink until two are left. Last top 
spinning wins the round. 

The points awarded are: 1 point for 
first, 2 for second, 3 for third, 4 for 
fourth. We track scores on a separate 
sheet as hash marks and a total of  
9 points or more means elimination. 
New sticks are drawn for the next heat. 
An odd number in the last heat means 
a lucky break for someone. 

For the next heat, the sticks are 
placed back in the container. Heats are 
run until there are only four players 
left. The slate is wiped clean and those 

four battle through new heats 
until eliminated by points. 
The winners receive a gift cer-
tificate and the top finisher is 
awarded a first-place trophy. 

I designed the trophy 
quickly in a late-night, pre-
race-day frenzy. The design has 
become something of an issue: 
Consensus is that it looks like a 
fancy toilet plunger with a glass 
globe on top. But, it’s my game and my 
rules, so I added a new rule, “The winner 
must accept the trophy from the previ-
ous winner.” This rule has ensured that 
last year’s winner doesn’t try too hard for 
fear of having to display the trophy for 

another year. For some strange reason, 
though, the trophy has disappeared. No 
kidding—it really cannot be found. I can 
only assume somewhere out there some-
body is truly appreciating its beauty…or 
their house has bad plumbing. 

The top is mounted onto rails, which are inset from the 
edge. The Plexiglas is screwed to the edge of the arena. 

Battle top rules 
The last top closest to the center of the arena  
and still vertically spinning wins! 

The battle
At the start, place your top, wound with 
string, in a starting block and hold it against 
the cradle with a finger while your thumb sup-
ports the start gate. With your free hand, pull 
the string and release the top. The first and 
second tops to stop spinning will be removed 
from the arena. The remaining two battle to 
the end. 

Points are scored based on order of finish—
too many points will eliminate you. Elimination 
rounds will be held and the finishing position 
of the four tops scored until there are only four 
tops left to compete in the final round. 

Top design 
Tops must be hand turned, newly made, and 
pass a weight and measures process before 
being allowed to compete. All surfaces that 
will contact the arena and other tops must be 
made of wood. Non-wood materials may used 
to add weight, but must be firmly glued in 
place. No metals are allowed as protrusions—
metal could dent the surface of the arena.

The shaft of the top needs to be straight and 
also stick out below the bottom of the body ⅝" 
to clear the bottom of the cradle. In order for 
the top wrapped with string to fit within the 
cradle, the top of the body can be no higher 
than 1⅝" from the arena surface. 

The bottom of the shaft must also be flat or it 
will not travel down (or up) the concave surfaces. 
The requirement is a minimum diameter of ⅛" 
and maximum diameter ¼". If a top fails to end 
up in the center or spends too much time hug-
ging the wall, it will be disqualified; however, the 
participant may blow the top back into action. 

The widest point of the top’s body must have 
texture or small indents to cause other tops to 
bounce off it—this is a battle, after all! Indented 
edges should be smooth; otherwise the starting 
blocks could cause tops with sharp or square-
edged indents to slow drastically. 

Top dimensions
• Weight: 1½ oz maximum 
• Length: 2½" minimum, 3¼" maximum
•  Widest diameter:  

2¼" minimum, 2¾" maximum 
•  Widest point thickness:  

⅛" minimum, ¼" maximum 
•  Widest point center height from bottom:  

1⅛" minimum, 1¼" maximum
•  Widest point must have indents or texture:  

1/16" maximum depth, ⅛" maximum width 

Knob for string 
Tops are spun by wrapping a 30"-long string 
around them. The end of the string is attached to 
a knob. That knob is your design but should have 
an eyelet or hole to attach the string to and be 
able to pass through the ¾" by 1½" hole of the 
starting gate. String will be provided. 

Hints 
A shaft that is too thin can break—there is a lot 
of torque applied when the string is pulled. 
Leave enough room above the top of the body 
to wrap the string around the shaft and still fit 
under cradle of the starting block. 

The last top spinning in the center wins. Ide-
ally, that means the winning top will spin faster 
and longer and knock other tops off balance 
and end up in the center. In a perfect world, this 
might all be possible, but in the battle arena, 
there is strategy to consider: Do you want your 
top to bang others? Or stay spinning and out of 
trouble all together?

Other rules
All rulings by check-in and heat judge(s) are final. 
You may use a back-up top in case of non-repair-
able breakage, but it must also be weighed in 
ahead of time and placed in holding blocks. 

Substitutions, repairs, or adjustments can be 
made only for broken tops. After the start of the 
event, fine-tuning is not allowed. Tops must be 
returned to holding block between rounds. 

To ensure new tops are made each year, 
competing tops will be collected at the end 
of event and returned at the end of next 
year’s event. 

Another game 
We also hold a longest-spin contest. The same 
rules apply, except that spin tops do not have to 
have a flat bottom or be textured. 
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Arena top 
I made the arena from glued-up 
2"- (5cm-) wide maple boards about 
⅞" thick. I used an already-glued up 
board, which ended up being fairly 
thin in the middle after turning. To its 
underside, I had to mount hardwood 
rails, 2½" (6.4cm) wide by ¾" (2cm) 
thick, (which were glued and screwed 
at the ends where the top was thick-
est) at 90 degrees to the glue joints in 
the top to help keep the thin top from 
warping. To allow the top to be placed 
on the base with the rails inside the 
base, the rails were inset from the edge 
(Photo 2). 

For your arena top, I suggest you 
use thicker boards to begin with and 
turn the top and insert all as one 
piece (Figure 1). This removes the need 
for rails. The insert for the drum could 
be made in a variety of ways, perhaps 
from one wide board. 

In order to turn the top of the 
arena, I had to mount the insert to 
the rails, but did not glue it. To that 
board, I attached a faceplate and 
mounted the assembly onto the lathe. 
I turned the arena top round, then 
made it concave slightly toward the 
center in rings about 4" (10cm) to 6" 
(15cm) wide (Figure 2). The idea is that 
the incline is slight enough for the 
tops to be knocked back up to even 
the highest level. The slight incline 
of each ring allows the tops to spin 
on different levels (rings) and not just 
gravitate to the center all the time.

To create the mounts for the start-
ing gates to attach to the arena, I had 
to remove the insert and temporarily 
mount three, ½"-thick by 3"-wide 
boards to the underside of the top. One 
runs parallel between the supports and 
is positioned so that it runs through 
the very center of the top. The board 
will also stick out past the edges of the 
top at least 2" on both sides. Add two 
more (shorter) boards at 90 degrees 
to this board, also centered, and each 
one also sticking out 2" past the edge. 

Figure 1. Battle top arena, bottom view 

Figure 3. Starting gate 

22½" Disc to support 
arena in a cardboard barrel. 
Other mounting possible.

Reinforcing the starting 
gate is necessary 
to offset the strains 
encountered when the 
tops are started.

Arena floor should be made from 
a hardwood to prevent damage 
from the spinning top.

Figure 2. Cutaway of the arena 

Arena floor  
Note steps from edge to center. 

Clear plastic wall surrounding area. 

3" PVC pipe 
extends to 
bottom of 
filler block.

Filler block

Diameter to fit barrel stand

3" PVC pipe 

1½"

1½"

1⅝"

½"

3"

¾"

¾"

Pipe extends down to the 
bottom of the filler strip 
and stiffener. 

This edge should be even with the 
top of the arena surface. (No step!)

Shaft bearing is made of ½" O.D. plastic tube.
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Harry Pye with the trophy he won in 2010.

The starting gate has an opening in the back for the string. 

A top leaves the starting gate, spinning at 
top speed. 

Each spin top needs a 30" string wound 
around its stem. Competitors design  
the knobs.

3a

3c

3b

4

There will be four, 2" lengths sticking 
out of the top, onto which the four 
starting gates will be mounted. 

There are also grooved or dished 
areas (channels) starting right in front 
of the starting gates about 4" wide that 
run straight across the rings, narrow-
ing to 1" or so as they reach the edge of 
the 6" center. I had to use a pad sander 
to create these channels, but don’t add 
the channels until after mounting the 
starting gates. There is no finish on the 
surface other than occasionally adding 
mineral oil. Once round, the starting 
gates can be added as well as the disc 
that will fit into the drum. 

The base is a cardboard 55-gallon 
drum with fabric around the outside to 
dress it up. We add sandbags (or logs) 
for weight during the event. Angle 
irons attach the top to the base.

Starting gates
The starting gates are 3" PVC (75mm) 
pipe 2⅞" (7cm) high, cut lengthwise 
(Figure 3). Our starting gates look like 
they have veneer added, but because I 
refinish furniture, I made the plastic 
look like wood by drawing and 
shading with my touch-up stuff for 
furniture repair (Photo 3a, 3b, 3c). 

For the ¾" by 1½" hole for the string 
to pass through, after the PVC is cut to 
length, drill two ¾" holes in the back, 
one at the top of the opening, the 
other at the bottom. Make straight cuts 
with a small saw to connect the holes. 
Sand the sides of the holes smooth; 
otherwise, the string will rub and fray. 

The starting gates are at the point 
where they need to be positioned onto 
the top. Place each cut PVC on top of 
a board and up against the edge of the 
arena surface. Trace the curved inside 
edge onto the board. Keep track of 
which pipe is used for each of the four 
boards to ensure that the pipe fits its 
respective board. 

Detach the boards and cut the 
curved ends using a bandsaw. 
Remount the boards and glue and 

screw them in place. Ideally, they will 
be equally spaced around the outside 
of the arena. The vertical channels can 
now be sanded into the top surface so 
that the channels will line up with the 
positions of each starting gate. 

The PVC-pipe starting gates need 
two half-round rests each—one glued 
into the top and another into the 
bottom. (I used liquid-nail construc-
tion adhesive, but since some of the 
rests have come off, it’s probably 
best to also screw them to the PVC 
pipes.) Cut eight 3"- (8cm-) diameter 
discs, four will be ¾" (19mm) thick 
and four are ½" (13cm) thick. Drill 
a ½" hole off-center in each of them 
(for the stem of the spin tops). Glue 
into each hole a length of ½" plastic 
tubing. Cut about one-third of the 
each disc off in an arc to open up the 
drilled hole (see Figure 3). 

The bottom also needs a filler block 
that is as thick as the arena top. Use 
a small length of 3" PVC to draw the 
circles. One side will be rounded to 
fit into the starting block and the 

other curved to match the curve of 
the arena. Glue one disc to the bottom 
of each of the starting gates (or to the 
supports sticking out of the bottom of 
the arena top). 

Glue and screw the starting blocks 
onto their respective rests. It’s impor-
tant for the contestants to brace the 
starting block with their thumb while 
they pull the string to release the top 

16
Page 24 of 26



An official diameter gauge can easily measure each contestant’s spin top.

A gate gauge helps contestants visualize 
the specifications for tops.

We supply mini handout gauges for 
contestants to take home.

Keystone Woodturners Battle Tops
Maximum Weight: 1.5 ounces
(Tip touching the arena surface must be flat, not pointed.)

⅛" to ¼" 
thickness limits 
at widest point. 
(1/16" indents are 
required.)
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into the arena. The starting blocks 
can come loose. 

Measure for the Plexiglas sides. 
Use a flexible measuring tape or 
string to measure the distances 
between starting gates and transfer 
those distances to the Plexiglas. 
Cut four lengths. Drill holes in the 
Plexiglas for the mounting screws. 
The holes should be slightly larger 
than the shank of the screws, and 
the screws need to have wide flat 
heads. Start on one end and work 
toward the other end using the holes 
in the Plexiglas as a guide. Drill 
each hole in the wood and screw the 
Plexiglas in place as you go. I made a 
numbered pattern from Masonite for 
the sides. The Plexiglas occasionally 
needs replacing. 

Spin tops 
Every year, each participant makes a 
new spin top (or two) for the compe-
tition, which is an excellent way to 
ensure active turning participation 
with club members (Photo 4). The 
specifications for designing the tops 
are given in the sidebar and we have 
developed a number of gadgets to 
verify that tops meet specifications (see 
Measuring Tops). 

The Battle Tops Competition is 
a simple idea that through testing 
quickly became not so simple. It is 
a lot of fun, though, and worth the 
work involved.  

Rob Shafer, president of the Keystone Wood 
Turners, has been a woodworker all his life 
and has been turning for eight years. He is 
president of a furniture-repair service that 
repairs new furniture for retail stores. Battle 
Tops is Rob’s brainchild. Contact Rob at 
thegpw@comcast.net for questions. 

Harry Pye created the drafting pictures. 
David Souza, who opens his shop every 
year for this and other special club events, 
helped keep me on the right (safe) track 
turning the arena top. 

Gauges for spin-top construction 

Measuring tops
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