
Making the Spinner Top 
by Fred Holder 

The Spinner Top is good fun for children of all ages from about three years old 
up to 98. I make a lot of these each year. They were one of my bestselling 
items when I attended craft fairs. My tops are not fancy or ornate, they’re just 
good spinners.  
 
When I started turning these tops, I followed the general trend and used a 
solid block of wood about two inches square and about four inches long. I 
turned a lot of tops from pieces of wood like this, but felt it was a huge waste 
of wood. One day, when I was turning some wine bottle stoppers using a 
dowel chuck (a Jacobs Chuck that has the jaws ground to fit a 3/8” dowel) I 
noticed this pile of blocks about an inch thick that had been parted off from 
the ends of spindles. I thought, maybe these could be made useful. I drilled a 
hole through the center of one of them and glued in one of the 2-1/2” long 
3/8” dowels I was using for bottle stoppers. When the glue was dry, I chucked 
it into my dowel chuck and turned a top. I had just discovered a way to use up 
all of those cutoff end pieces and produce a usable product at the same time! 
 
In this project, I will use a slice of wood about one inch thick with a 3/8” 
dowel glued into its center. This method is the one that I now use exclusively 
because it requires less good timber. 
 
Requirements for this Project: 

1. Piece of hardwood stock about 2” square by about 1” long, with grain 
running through the 1” length and a 3/8” dowel 2-1/2” long. 

2. Wood Glue (I use yellow glue) 
3. 3/8” drill with motor to drive it or drill press (can use the lathe to drill 

the hole if necessary) 
4. Dowel Chuck (for 3/8” dowels) or Collet Chuck (for 3/8” dowels) 
5. Spindle Gouge (3/8” or ½”, with a preference for the 3/8” gouge) 
6. Skew Chisel for parting off the top 
7. Medium Grit sandpaper 
8. Wax and a polishing cloth 

 
Note: I normally make my tops with the grain running in the spindle turning 
direction (parallel to the axis of the lathe), because when the grain runs the 



other direction there is a problem with the wood chipping at the point where the 
wood joins the dowel on the bottom. 
 
Fabricated top blanks can be made from 1" thick slices off of limbs that are 1-
1/2" to 2" in diameter or scraps from turning other things. Drill a 3/8" hole as 
close to center as possible and insert and glue in a section of 3/8" dowel rod 
that has been cut to 2-1/2" long. When the glue is dry, give it 24 hours just to 
be on the safe side, chuck the dowel up in a dowel chuck or a 3/8” collet. The 
dowel chucks are available from Craft Supplies USA. I like the dowel chuck 
because it is easier to use than my collet chuck. Push the dowel into the chuck 
as far as it will go while turning the large part of the top. Make it round and 
then turn the bottom with a long slope to the point. When satisfied with the 
shape there, turn the top of the top to a pleasing shape and then clean up the 
very edge. Try to keep the edge under 0.1" and generally shoot for about 0.05" 
thickness. At this point, there is some of the dowel showing from the shaping 
of the top side of the body. I have found that hollowing the top of the top body 
makes a top that spins much better than one that has been domed. 
 
Note: If you have significantly hollowed the top of the body, be sure to leave a 
small portion that is larger than the dowel to provide support for your glue joint. 
 
The next step is to pull the dowel out of the dowel chuck. Leave about ½ inch 
of dowel in the chuck to provide adequate gripping of the jaws. Turn the stem 
to about 1/8" or less in diameter by at least one inch long. I recommend that 
the stem should be about one to one and one half of the body diameter. Sand 
the whole thing and apply a coat of wax. It brings out the color in the wood 
and makes the top look better. This is especially effective when people are 
watching you turn the top! Part off with a skew, leaving the top of the stem 
with a tapered, but slightly blunt point. This way the top can be spun either 
way. Finally, give it a test.  
 
I should note that many people decorate their tops with chatter work and 
colored marking pens. I have never done this with my tops and do not feel it 
necessary when making a functional top. 
 
If you’ve only been turning bowls, you may be surprised at how rewarding it 
can be to turn a few spinner tops. I consider them instant gratification, 
because you can generally turn several in an hour. I remember making the 
statement once that I could turn one in about a minute. A fellow challenged 



me and pulled out his stop-watch. I was really under the gun. I parted the top 
off in just 59 seconds, but I doubt that I’ve ever turned one that fast since. 
They normally take five to ten minutes and they do help one to develop good 
tool control. 
 
The following photos and captions will tell the story of how to make a top. 
Have fun! 
 

 
Here are a couple of my tops. The one on the left was made from a solid chunk 
of wood while the one on the right is made from a fabricated top blank using a 
slice of an oak tree branch and a maple dowel. Note the cupped or bowl-
shaped top part of the main body. I’ve found that tops turned like this spin 
better than flat or domed tops. 
 

 
Here the fabricated top blank has been inserted in the dowel chuck. The dowel 



chuck jaws are ground to mate with the surface of a 3/8” dowel and not 
damage the wood. Once the blank is mounted in the chuck, it should be turned 
round to correspond with its mounting. This should be done before any other 
turning is done. 
 

 
Face off the end of the top blank at a slight slope. I begin this cut with the flute 
straight up and then roll the flute over as the cutting begins so that the cut 
down the face is a nice shearing cut. Begin to form the taper of the bottom part 
of the top body. Continue making cuts starting at the outside rim and 
continuing toward the center of the spinning blank. After entry, rotate the 
flute to point away from the headstock and cut wood with the spot just below 
the center of the tip. As you near completion of the bottom of the top body, the 
cut should be made from the outside rim all of the way to the very tip. The tool 
should cut cleanly across the center to produce a very sharp point for 
spinning. 
 



 
Once the bottom of the top body has been completed, it is time to turn the top 
of the body. This is begun very similar to the other side, except you are now 
turning down toward the headstock and the chuck. 
 



 
I like to hollow the top side of the top body to give it a dished form. I find tops 
turned this way spin better and longer. As the dishing is started, as much 
material as possible is left near the center. 
 



 
It is important to leave a little step up from the lowest point of the dish to 
provide additional support of the glue joint. See photo of the finished top. 
 



 
When the turning of the main body of the top is completed, it is time to pull 
the dowel as far out of the dowel chuck as possible. I try to leave about 1/2” of 
dowel in the chuck and find this to be adequate support for turning the stem. 
When turning the stem, you must work from the base of the top body back 
toward the chuck. While you have as much strength in the stem as possible, 
turn the part nearest the top body. Continue turning the stem back toward the 
chuck. When the stem is completely turned, I run just the tip of the gouge back 
and forth along the tool rest to take off the tops of the little ridges before 
sanding. 
 



 
Sand the bottom of the top while supporting with a finger of the left hand. At 
this point the stem is very fragile. Sand the top of the top body while 
supporting it with the fingers of the right hand. Fold the sandpaper until it is 
narrow enough to properly sand the stem of the top. Do not exert too much 
force on the stem because it is fragile. With the sanding complete, I like to 
apply a light coating of wax and buff the top to bring out the color in the wood. 
Children don’t really care whether it is waxed, but I do. 
 



 
Once the waxing is done, part off the top with a skew chisel. Make a deepening 
“V” cut at the end of the stem. This provides a pointed stem, which allows the 
top to be spun upside down. 
 



 
With a little practice, you can manage to catch most of the tops when they are 
parted off. When demonstrating at shows or other events, I like to employ the 
assistance of someone in the audience to catch the top. If everything is done 
properly, the top simply falls off into your hand. 
 

I hope this simple little project will inspire you to turn more tops to give to 
children of all ages. You can also exert a lot of creativity to make your tops into 
works of art by adding texturing, such as chatter applied with a chatter tool, 
beads, loose rings, and of course colors with felt tip marking pens. There are 
many organizations around the country and perhaps the world where 
donated tops would be greatly appreciated. In many cases, it might be the only 
toy the child has. Give it some thought!!! 


