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Our Carolina Mountain Woodturners Club is said 
to be the largest in the nation, possibly the world, 
and therefore even this galaxy, which I contend to 
be true until proven otherwise.  At www.carolina-
mountainwoodturners.org meetings we have a lot 
of fun, great demonstrators, one of the best libraries 
(complete with many DVDs), and other worthwhile 
events.  Folks come from up to 7 states for our 
monthly meetings.

One of the nice things we do each year is turn a lot 
of tops that are donated to children.  So, making 
tops is an annual “big deal.”  All kinds of tops.

A few years ago I turned a top about 10” in diameter 
out of walnut...a heavy bugger indeed.  In the center 
top I put a Phillips Head screw.  The plan was to 
power it with an electric drill until up to full speed, 
then life off the drill.  That worked, somewhat, but 
the balance wasn’t perfect.  End of THAT experi-
ment.

A few months ago I came across a catalog called 
“Speak To Me Catalog” (www.speaktomecatalog.
com).   Therein was a motorized top, complete 
with noise and flashing lights.  I bought it - catalog 
code MYGYRO for $5.95...along with a few other 
neat items.  Figure #1 shows this micro-electronic 
gem.  The top-lid is opaque thin plastic.  The bottom 
contains motor, batteries, sound maker, and LED 

The inside of the top shows a small hole into which 
the shaft of the motor press fits.  See Figure #2

My plan was to replace the plastic top-lid with one 
turned of wood, and to do this I had to determine 
shaft diameter and hole size.  For this I used a drill 
gauge as shown in Figure #3.  The shaft diameter 
was 5/64” and I decided that since wood “gives” I’d 
drill a 1/16”  dia. hole.  This would allow for a press 
fit of the motor’s shaft and some wear and tear or 
expansion of the wood.  (Batteries, LED lights and 
small circuit board can be seen here.  It is amazing 



the manufacturer could put all the components in 
the right place and make the top pretty well bal-
anced!)  Next came turning the wooden replace-
ment top-lid.  Looking about the shop I spied a 
dogwood limb about 5” diameter, obtained a half 
dozen years ago from a large tree bark-ringed by 
goats.  The wood was cured and stable...and had a 
number of worm holes filled with dehydrated and 
compacted beetle dung.  No problem as I planned 

to drill and cut “worm holes” in this top-lid so the in-
ner light could shine through.  Figure #4 shows the 
use of calipers to set the size of the recess to be cut.  
A pencil mark, later marked into a circle by rotating 
the wood, gave me the boundaries.  This old dog-
wood had close grain and was hard to cut.  A favor-
ite tool for this sort of end grain work is the Hunter 

nano carbide cutter (www.hunterwoodturningtool.
com), as shown in Figure #5.  It gives nice tight small 
curls and allows for rounding corners, necessary 
in this project.  Turning had to proceed slowly and 
carefully.  As I neared the correct depth (eyeballed) 
the next step was to drill the hole for the motor’s 
shaft in the exact center, inside the wood top-lid.  
To find that precise center, before trying to push 
in the 1/16” dia. drill bit, I touched the very tip of a 
small skew to the wood, let it seek the center, and 
then pushed the skew into the wood just enough to 
assure the drill would enter the wood correctly.  See 
Figure #6.

After that it was fairly simple to push in the drill bit, 
using a hand vise.  I drilled farther than needed, 
about 3/4”, instead of trying for an exact measure-
ment, since I needed to feel how the bottom fit, in-
cluding both diameter and vertical clearance inside 
the wooden lid.

One COULD expend a good deal of time making 
templates and doing exact measuring.  I decided to 
go the feel-and-judge route...and (fortunately?) this 
worked out rather well.

The next step was to contour the outside of the 
top-lid.  One of our CMW demonstrators last year 
was J. Paul Fennell (http://www.carolinamountain-
woodturners.org/members/newsletters/2009/May/
Fennell.pdf ).  I recalled he drilled holes to specified 
depths so when light shined through he knew he 
had the proper wall thickness.  This fit my needs 
exactly as I wanted lots of holes for colored lights to 



shine through anyway.  So, I drilled a bunch of them 
in a random pattern in the rim and up to near the 
top center area.  See Figure #7.  These holes would 
become entry points for the tip of my air driven, 

hi-speed PowerCrafter® micro-carving tool.  See 
Figure #8, which also shows the wood top-lid with 
the “worm holes” now carved.

At this point it was time to test.  The bottom part, 
with batteries, motor, lights, & sound, was carefully  
nestled into place, using the motor shaft pressed 
into the inner center hole of the lid, while rotating 
the bottom unit to assure clearance.

Once this was done, and I elevated both my cour-
age and hope, the top was energized by pressing a 
small switch on the outside of the bottom.  Then the 
top was held in position, point down and touching 

the tabletop, while it came up to full speed.  Then 

the wood top part was release and it started to 
spin in the opposite direction of the bottom.  Light 
shined through, the strange recorded noises blared 
forth, and IT WORKED!  See Figure #9.  I was elated!

Next I wanted to “do something” to decorate the 
outside of the wooden top-lid.  The dogwood, after 
a light spraying of clear lacquer, took on a dingy 
and splotchy appearance.  It was one of those times 
when, rarely, the wood itself was not pretty at all.

First I tried colored felt tip pens; that looked terrible.  
Finally I settled on silver acrylic paint with a few red 



spoke like lines, and some dabbled gold spots.  As 
Figure #10 shows, the whole thing looks like a small 
UFO spaceship.  “Project Complete.”

Reflecting back on all this, a reasonable question to 
ask might be, “Why do this anyway; why bother to 
replace a working plastic top-lid with a wood one?”

From a practical standpoint, it does look a bit silly.

However, it is fun to experiment.  And, with the 
continued growth of electronics into ever smaller 
space, it is rational to see more features available in 
smaller and smaller devices...like cell phones now 
compared to 10 years ago.  Nowadays such por-
table phones even have many “apps” including web 
browsing and so on.

Thus, THIS electronic top, with motor, flashing 
lights, and odd sounds, all within 3 1/2” diameter 
and 2 3/4” height, is just an indication of what might 
be possible in just a few years.  Imagine a top of this 
size that might be solar powered and spin as long 
as there is light.  Imagine a top within which is a 
recorded message about the science of gyroscopes.  
And so on.

Remember, an invention is made by one of two 
methods:  1 - something brand new...which is quite 
rare, or 2 - the blending of old things in a new way.

So, what at first glance could be construed by the 
small mind of limited vision as something silly, 
might indeed be a door opening into a whole new 
way of doing...tops in this case.

Woodturning originally was just for needed utensils, 
architectural components, etc.  Then came the addi-
tion of machined surfaces (e.g., the Holzapfel lathe), 
the use of preserving finishes, and colored paint.  Of 
late we see carving, epoxies, blending of metal, and 
a whole range of combinations.

Have fun and think widely.  YOU might open new 
doors and invent something else new to woodturn-
ing! JJ 


